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      Maggie Quinn loves her role as bartender and co-owner of Quinn’s. Calling Charlie Keane to place her weekly order is something she looks forward to. It’s no secret to her friends and family that Maggie has a crush on Charlie’s voice. She’s eager to meet him in-person—but Charlie keeps rescheduling their business lunch. He enjoys their weekly calls too, but is afraid that when they meet, Maggie will be disappointed. But he may have waited too long—Maggie has started dating someone new. Is it too late for Charlie?
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      Maggie Quinn finished cutting the fruit she needed for the lunch shift and piled the oranges, lemons and limes into their containers. Mondays weren’t generally all that busy, but she liked to be prepared, just in case. As one of the co-owner’s of Quinn’s, she ran the bar, while her brother Ryder oversaw general operations for the restaurant.

      She glanced at the big, old wood clock on the wall. It was nearly eleven. They opened at eleven thirty and it was almost time for the call she looked forward to each week. She poured herself a fresh cup of coffee and grabbed her notebook with the information she’d need for the call. She slid into one of the bar chairs, took a sip of her hot, black coffee, and dialed his number.

      “Keane’s Liquors, this is Charlie.”

      As she always did, Maggie felt goosebumps at the first sound of his voice. It was mesmerizing and she could listen to him talk for hours if she had the chance.

      “Hi Charlie, it’s Maggie Quinn.”

      “Hey, Maggie. Did you have a good weekend?”

      She smiled at the warmth in his voice.

      “Yes, my weekend was good, busy and relaxing. How about you?” She’d had a date, first one in a long time, on Saturday night. But she wasn’t going to tell him about that. Not that the date hadn’t gone well. It was fine. It just wasn’t with Charlie.

      She hadn’t actually met Charlie in person, yet. But she’d invited him to come into Quinn’s for a lunch meeting. She claimed it was so he could see the bar and better advise her on ordering. He’d sounded enthusiastic, but had rescheduled their meeting twice already and put it off until April. But April was only a week away now, and there was no way he could cancel again.

      “I’m sure my weekend wasn’t as exciting as yours. But my twin nephews were in town. It was great to see Tommy and Tony and to visit with my sister.” Maggie knew that Charlie was close to his sister Caitlyn and that her husband Billy was an optometrist. They lived in Riston, the next town over, and he saw them often and loved spoiling his ten-year-old nephews.

      “That sounds nice. They’re lucky to have you,” she said warmly.

      “They’re great kids,” he said. They chatted for a few more minutes about nothing in particular. Ryder walked out at one point and headed her way with a dark look on his face. He clearly wanted to talk to her about something, but once he saw her on the phone, he stopped short, watched her for a moment and his expression softened. “Tell Charlie I said hello,” he said, before turning around and heading back into the kitchen.

      “Tell Ryder I said hello, too. I hope he’s not good at cards?”

      “Ryder? He is, actually. Why?”

      Charlie chuckled. He’s coming here with a few other guys Thursday night. My buddy Josh knows him from the gym. One of our usual players can’t come for a while. He and his wife just had their first baby. You know how it is.”

      Maggie laughed. “Well, not really. But I can imagine.”

      “So, the weekend was good?”

      Maggie hesitated, feeling oddly guilty about her date, which was ridiculous as she’d never actually even met Charlie in person. And they really just had a business relationship.

      “The restaurant was busy?” Charlie asked, and she realized he hadn’t been asking about her weekend, but rather the reason for his call.

      “Yes, very busy. I need to place a bigger order than usual.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing. I’m ready when you are.”

      Maggie opened her notebook and told him what she needed, all the alcohol that needed to be replaced. When she finished, he made a suggestion, as he usually did for something new that she might want to try. This week it was a chardonnay from Washington State and a winery that she wasn’t familiar with.

      “They are a small, family-owned winery in Woodinville. I think you’ll like it.” Charlie knew she had a weakness for chardonnay. She’d once mentioned that it was her drink of choice on the nights she went out instead of working.

      “Sure, we’ll take a few bottles. I’ll run it as a weekly special.”

      “Is there anything else you need? It’s always great to talk with you, as usual.”

      Maggie wanted so badly to tell him what she wanted. An actual date. A chance to meet in person. But she’d be meeting him in a week for their official lunch visit. It wasn’t a date, but it was probably as close as she could get. She got the sense that Charlie didn’t get out much. He seemed almost hermit-like.

      She knew that he ran his very successful liquor distributor company mostly from his home office. She knew this because she’d stopped by once, months ago, on the pretext of needing to pick up a case of vodka. The older woman at his front desk had been lovely and explained that Charlie mostly worked from home, but she could have one of the guys bring a case of vodka right out to her car.

      The next time he’d talked to her, he’d apologized for not being there when she came by. “Eloise told me and I’m sorry that I missed seeing you. I go in very early every morning, check the warehouse and outgoing deliveries, and then head home at lunch time and work from my home office the rest of the day.”

      “I think that’s everything I need, for now,” Maggie said. She was reluctant to end the call and go another week until she’d hear his voice again.

      “All right, we’ll get that right out to you this afternoon. Have a great day, Maggie.”

      “You too, Charlie.”

      Maggie set the phone down, looked up, and saw her grandmother and her posse of four friends looking at her with interest. She’d been so engrossed in her call and looking down at her notes that she hadn’t even heard them come in.

      She jumped up and gave her grandmother a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, Grams.” She went and hugged all her friends in turn--Maude, Nellie, Betty, and Ruby. They came in at least once a week, usually later in the afternoon, though.

      “What brings you in so early today?” she asked as she led them to their favorite round table by the bay window that overlooked Main Street. They all loved to people-watch. Her grandmother didn’t miss much and she looked particularly pleased as she slid into her chair and took a menu from Maggie’s outstretched hand.

      “We signed up for a knitting class this that starts this afternoon. It’s shocking that none of us know how to knit at our advanced age. Was that your young man you were talking to?”

      Maggie smiled. “I don’t have a young man, Grams.”

      “Didn’t you tell me you had a date this weekend? With that lawyer, the one that owns the biggest law firm in town? I thought that sounded so promising.”

      Maggie laughed. “Yes, I did. And he was very nice. We might go out again sometime.”

      “That wasn’t him you were talking to?” Her grandmother looked puzzled.

      “No, that was just Charlie. I was putting in my weekly order for the bar.”

      “Charlie Keane? I haven’t seen him since he was a child. His father was a good man. Are you dating him?”

      It was Maggie’s turn to be surprised. “Dating Charlie? No. I’ve actually never even met him.”

      Her grandmother raised her eyebrows. “You don’t say? My eyes must be failing me. You looked as though you knew him quite well.”

      Maggie smiled. “Well, I feel like I do. I’ve talked to him almost every week for several years now.”

      “How interesting. And yet you’ve never met him?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “Fascinating.” She looked around the table at her friends who were hanging on every word. They all nodded in agreement.

      “It’s really not that interesting,” Maggie assured them. “So, let me tell you all the specials and get your drink order.”
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      Charlie hung up the phone and smiled. Talking to Maggie Quinn was one of the highlights of an otherwise ordinary week. He followed her on Instagram, through his business account. Keane Liquors was active on social media, but there wasn’t a trace of Charlie Keane visible anywhere.

      He didn’t have a personal profile on Facebook or any social media. His office assistant, Emma, ran the social media accounts for the business. She did a great job generating buzz for them by posting pictures of all their newest wines and fun drinks.

      Charlie only went on social media to see if Maggie had posted something new. She’d told him that Bethany, Ryder’s wife, had suggested that Ryder film Maggie behind the bar, mixing one of her fancy drinks. She’d thought it was a silly idea, but it turned out that customers loved it and always ordered whatever she made in the videos.

      Charlie liked watching her work. She had a smile that lit up her whole face, huge friendly eyes, and long, chocolate brown hair that fell in a cascade of waves to the middle of her back. She was always laughing in the videos. He knew that she wasn’t entirely comfortable being filmed. She’d admitted it to him once, but she did it because it was good for the restaurant. He saw that she had a new video up and clicked on it.

      “This one is called a S’mores Martini. It will take you back to your childhood and satisfy your sweet tooth.” Maggie spread marshmallow fluff around the rim of a martini glass, dipped it in a dish of crushed graham crackers and then held a small baker’s blow torch to the marshmallow until it was lightly browned all over.

      “Then you mix ice with Twix flavored Vodka. We make that ourselves by soaking Twix candy bars in vodka, and adding Godiva white and chocolate liqueurs. Give it a good shake and pour into your martini glass, or enjoy your S’mores Martini on the rocks. If you don’t want to make it yourself, come on in to Quinn’s and I’ll be glad to make one for you.”

      Charlie turned off the computer and stood up. It was time to go meet Josh at Brennan’s dress shop in Lewiston, which was an hour away. It wasn’t where Charlie usually went, but Josh had insisted it was the best place for what he needed, which was a tuxedo suitable for a black-tie event. Charlie had one, but it was old and hung off him now that he’d lost nearly twenty pounds. Ever since Maggie had invited him in for their lunch meeting, he’d taken the initiative to try to lose a few pounds and get into shape.

      He’d started using the home gym that he had in a spare room. It had a full set of weights and a treadmill. And he was eating better and walking more. His doctor had also read him the riot act at his last physical and warned him that if he didn’t change his habits soon, he’d be on the same track as his father, dead of a heart attack in his early fifties. His father had lived large, enjoying rich foods, strong martinis and his only exercise had been an occasional game of golf.

      Sometimes Charlie imagined that he sensed interest from Maggie. Their conversations always went a little longer than necessary when she called in her weekly order. When he looked in the mirror, though, he was pretty sure that once they met, any interest would fade. His nickname in school had been Charlie Brown, because he had a round, bland face that most people didn’t look twice at. So, he’d canceled their meeting more than once, each time rescheduling to put off the disappointment that he was sure he’d see on her face.

      But still, he’d managed to find love. The kind of true love that people dream about. Meredith had been his high school sweetheart and soul-mate. They’d gone to college together and neither of them had ever dated anyone else. They’d married right after college and they’d had a wonderful life, although Meredith couldn’t get pregnant. That had disappointed both of them and they were beginning to look into adoption when the accident happened.

      He still felt guilt and confusion over it, though he knew deep down that there was nothing he could have done to save her. They’d been waiting to make a turn when a truck ran a red light and plowed right into Meredith’s side of the car. They said she died on impact. The car was totaled, yet Charlie escaped with only a stiff neck and a few scratches. Everyone said he’d been lucky. He hadn’t felt lucky at the time, though.

      That was three years ago and while it was true that it got a little easier each year, he still missed her. And he knew that it wasn’t likely that he’d find that kind of love again. Especially with someone as vibrant and beautiful as Maggie. Meredith had been beautiful, too, but hers had been a quiet, gentle beauty. Like Charlie, Meredith didn’t stand out in the crowd. But she’d been beautiful to him.

      Maggie’s beauty on the other hand, scared him. She had the kind of looks and energy that made people stop and stare. He was surprised that she was still single, because he imagined that she could have her pick of men. He pictured her with someone more like his best friend. Josh looked like a walking, talking Ken doll, with his perfect blonde hair, blue eyes and dimples. He was also 6’ 4” and his abs were insane. Charlie hadn’t seen evidence of his own abs in years. Though his belly was getting smaller now that he was more active.

      Charlie arrived at Brennan’s before Josh and started browsing the racks. He caught a glimpse of himself in one of the full-length mirrors and groaned. Maybe he should have dressed a bit better. He was wearing a pair of old jeans that had a paint splotch on one knee, but they were the only jeans that fit him now. Everything else was too loose.

      He still had on his Keane Liquors navy blue sweatshirt which was a bit dusty from helping the guys in the warehouse get the orders loaded onto the trucks that morning. They’d been short a guy, so Charlie had pitched in, like he usually did. Because he was in better shape now, the work had gone quickly.

      Josh texted that he was running a few minutes late so Charlie continued to roam around, looking at the various suits. He was surprised that no one had come over to greet him or offer to help. The shop wasn’t busy. There was only one other customer and they were paying at the register. He assumed when they finished, someone would come his way.

      But the customer paid and left, and when Charlie glanced over at the two salespeople in their expensive suits, he saw that they were both looking his way and muttering. The expression on their faces was of distaste, almost as if Charlie didn’t belong in their shop. He was sure he must be mistaken, though, and he was getting tired of doing nothing and just waiting for Josh, so he ambled over to them and smiled. He received two stony glares in return.

      “I’m waiting for a friend, but maybe we could get started looking at some suits?” he suggested.

      The two men exchanged glances, and one of them looked Charlie up and down and clearly seemed to find him not worthy.

      “Are you sure this is the shop you’re supposed to be meeting him at? The men’s budget warehouse is a few doors down,” he said with a sniff.

      “Yes, they might have better options for you there,” the other agreed and then added. “This is a premium store, we don’t discount.”

      Charlie was equally amused and offended. “What makes you think I’m looking for a discount?” he snapped. He used his full business voice, the one he rarely used except for important negotiations. The two men looked at each other in confusion. And a moment later Josh came gliding in.

      “Perry and James, how are you? I hope you’ve been taking good care of my friend Charlie. He’s the business executive I told you I’d be bringing by today.”

      Charlie watched as their faces both lost color and they stammered to try to recover.

      “Of course. How wonderful to meet you. Josh is one of our favorite clients. Let’s get a room for you and we’ll show you our very best suits.”

      “No, thanks. We won’t be staying.” Charlie turned to Josh who quickly sensed that something was off. “Didn’t you mention that a new high end men’s shop opened a few blocks away?”

      “Yes, Jones Menswear. I haven’t checked it out because I’ve always had such great service here.”

      “Well, I’m finding the service a bit…lacking. I’d like to go see if Jones is more my style. It’s too bad, because I need to buy quite a few things, and I’m assuming you’d get a commission?” Perry and James nodded miserably.

      “Sure thing.” Josh glanced at the two salespeople, “Sorry, guys. Catch you later.”

      When they walked outside, Josh stopped and looked at Charlie’s jeans and sweatshirt. “You could have made some effort. Those guys probably thought you were a bum off the streets.”

      “Well, that was a big mistake.” Charlie laughed as he pictured the looks on the two salespeople’s faces as they watched their fat commission disappear.

      Josh grinned. “All right, then. Let’s go shopping.”

      

      An hour later, Charlie carried three huge bags of new clothes to his car. He’d gone a bit crazy, as it had been a long time since he’d bought anything new for himself. And unlike Brennan’s, which only carried suits and tuxes, Jones Menswear had everything, including jeans and casual wear. He found a tux that fit him like a glove except for the length, and they measured him and pinned the minor alteration that needed to be made for it to fit him perfectly. He’d go back in a week for a final fitting.

      Josh looked at him thoughtfully. “So, you’re looking good these days. Are you ready to get back out there? I might know of a few people I could set you up with,” he said as Charlie stashed his bags in his trunk.

      Charlie dreaded the thought of a blind setup with one of Josh’s friends. He couldn’t imagine ever agreeing to that. But, he knew Josh meant well.

      “Thanks. Can I get back to you on that? I don’t think I’m ready for a fix-up just yet. How are things with you and Liz? Have you gone ring shopping yet?”

      Josh had been dating a great girl, Liz Cunningham, and Charlie thought they would have been engaged by now. He didn’t know what Josh was waiting for. They’d been dating for three years now and it was obvious that they were perfect for each other. A pained look crossed Josh’s face.

      “She gave me an ultimatum, actually. Our three-year anniversary was two weeks ago, and I guess she expected a proposal. When I saw her mid-week, she sat me down and told me I had to make a decision and that if I wasn’t ready to commit to marriage, she was out of the relationship.”

      Charlie shook his head. He couldn’t believe his best friend was so stupid.

      “And you told her no?”

      “I told her that I wasn’t going to be forced into a proposal!”

      “I can’t imagine that went over very well.” As much as he liked Josh, he also felt that Liz deserved better than that. She was a great girl. Hopefully, Josh would figure it out before it was too late.

      “So, are you missing her yet?”

      “Of course. But, I’m getting right back out there. I had a date Saturday night with an incredible girl! We’re going out again next weekend.”

      Charlie’s jaw dropped. “Already?”

      Josh nodded as his phone rang. He glanced at it, then waved at Charlie. “I gotta take this. Talk to you later.”

      

      Charlie was back in Quinn Valley an hour later. He was on his way to his home office when his phone rang and he saw it was Eloise, his office manager. He barely said hello when she started talking in a rush.

      “Joe just called and his wife is being rushed to Riston. Her water broke early. He wants to know if anyone can finish his deliveries. He has two stops left.”

      “Of course. Tell him to bring the truck back to the warehouse. We’ll get someone to finish up. Is anyone back yet?”

      “No, I don’t expect anyone back for a few more hours.” Mary sounded worried. Charlie knew she was anxious for Joe, as it was his first baby. The whole office had a pool going on when the baby would arrive, though no one expected it would be this soon.

      “I’ll do it, then. I’m on my way back from Lewiston and will be passing by anyway in a few minutes. Tell Joe I said congratulations.”

      

      Five minutes later, Charlie arrived at the warehouse and saw Joe’s truck waiting for him. The keys were on the driver’s seat, under the two stapled delivery sheets. He picked them up to see where he was going. His first stop was at Nick’s Pizza and his second was at Quinn’s Pub. And Maggie was working. He took a deep breath. This wasn’t how he’d planned to first meet her. He hadn’t been in Quinn’s for years. He hadn’t needed to. They’d been clients forever and Joe had been delivering to them for almost ten years.

      He made his first delivery and then, with a pit in his stomach, he headed toward Quinn’s. It was almost three and the restaurant was quiet. It was a good time for a delivery as he wouldn’t be in anyone’s way. They liked to avoid delivering during the busy times when possible.

      He pulled into the loading spot near the front door, piled cases of beer, alcohol and wine onto a dolly and made his way in. He’d have to make a few trips as Quinn’s always had a good-sized order. When he stepped inside, it was empty except for Ryder who was sitting at the bar, writing on a notepad and drinking coffee. To Charlie’s relief and disappointment, there was no sign of Maggie.

      Ryder jumped up when he saw him and started loading the cases onto the bar counter. “You guys must be short-handed today,” he said.

      Charlie nodded. “Joe’s wife is having her baby early. They’re on their way to the ER.”

      “Maggie’s in the kitchen, she should be out in a few minutes. I’ll help you get the rest of this in.” Ryder followed Charlie out to the truck and helped him to load the rest of the order onto two dollies. They always had a spare in the trucks in case one broke or there was an extra pair of hands to help bring the order in.

      Ryder led the way into the restaurant. Maggie was back behind the bar and smiled when she saw them. Charlie stopped short for a moment, dazzled by the power of her smile close up. He recovered quickly, though, and he and Ryder quickly loaded everything onto the bar. Maggie came to their end of the bar, held out her hand and smiled.

      “Hi, I’m Maggie. I don’t think we’ve met before? Joe must have the day off.”

      “His baby came early,” Ryder said.

      “I’m Charlie Keane. It’s great to finally meet you, Maggie.” He smiled and shook her hand, not surprised that her hands were soft, even though she worked them hard.

      Surprise and something else, confusion maybe or disappointment more likely, flashed across her face.

      “Oh, this is a nice surprise! It’s great to meet you, too. Is..is everything okay with Joe’s baby?” She looked worried suddenly. “It’s very early, isn’t it?”

      “Just a few weeks. It should be fine, hopefully,” he assured her.

      “Oh, good.”

      Just as Charlie was searching for something to say, the front door opened again and a deliveryman came in holding a huge bouquet of red roses. He looked around and then walked toward the bar.

      “I’m looking for a Maggie Quinn?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Well, then, these are for you!”

      Maggie looked shocked and a bit uncomfortable as she opened the small card that was tucked inside the flowers.

      “Wow, look at that. Who sent you those?” Ryder asked.

      Maggie was quiet for a minute. “That guy I went out with the other night. I didn’t expect this.”

      “Josh sent you those? You must have made quite an impression. Are you going out again soon?”

      She nodded. “We’re supposed to do something next weekend.”

      “Josh Winters?” Charlie felt a sense of dread as he asked the question. It couldn’t be, could it?

      Maggie looked startled. “Yes, do you know him?”

      “I do. He’s my best friend, actually. Josh is a great guy.” He was, and now Maggie was completely and totally off-limits. Not that he ever really had a chance with her, anyway. Josh was definitely more her type. They’d make a very photogenic couple and Josh always liked having his picture taken.

      “What a small world,” Maggie said softly.

      Charlie turned to leave. “I should probably get going. Great to finally meet you, Maggie. Ryder I’ll see you Thursday night?”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Bye, Charlie,” Maggie said. The last thing he saw was her smile as he wheeled the dollies out to his truck.
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      “So that was Charlie,” Maggie said as Ryder sat back down at the bar and picked up his pen. He scribbled something on his notepad and then looked up.

      “Yeah. He’s a great guy. Not as much of a looker as Josh, though. Are you excited to go out with him again?”

      Maggie thought about that. She wasn’t nearly as excited as she should be. “Sure, I had a fun time with Josh. He’s good company.” He had made her laugh all through dinner with funny stories. But there had been a distance there, too, which made her all the more surprised when the roses arrived.

      “Be careful not to fall too hard for him. He may be on the rebound,” Ryder warned.

      “Josh is?”

      “He didn’t mention that he just ended a relationship that everyone thought would turn into an engagement?”

      “No! He didn’t say a word.” He hadn’t revealed anything personal, now that Maggie thought back to their conversation. It had been all light and fun, nothing personal other than that he’d grown up in Riston and his family still lived there. She realized that’s where he probably knew Charlie from as he’d once mentioned that he’d lived there when he was younger until his family moved to Quinn Valley and his father started the liquor business that he eventually took over.

      “Who was Josh dating?” Quinn Valley was a small town. If she was local, chances are that Maggie knew her or knew of her.

      “Liz Cunningham.”

      Maggie nodded. She did know Liz, though not well. She was a few years younger than Maggie, the same age as her younger sister, Ivy, actually. Liz was a nurse, like Maggie’s friend, Cameron. They both worked at the Riston hospital. Which explained why the few times she’d seen Josh in Quinn’s, he’d been with friends. Liz was probably working the evening shift those nights. It explained why she sensed a distance during their date, even though Josh had been attentive.

      She’d liked him, but as beautiful as he was, and Josh was one of the most handsome men she’d dated, she didn’t feel that certain spark. She’d already agreed to go out with him again, though, and she was glad that she knew about Liz. Not that there was any danger of falling hard for Josh. He was fun, though, and it was a good way for her to ease back into dating.

      She thought back to the look on Charlie’s face when he’d introduced himself. He seemed uncomfortable and she guessed that it was because he hadn’t planned on meeting her that way. She was glad, though, that she’d finally met him. He didn’t look anything like how she’d pictured him, not at first. But once he’d smiled and said her name, she’d felt as drawn to him as she’d been to just his voice, especially when he took her hand. She actually got goosebumps for a moment and was rendered speechless. No wonder he looked at her funny.

      And she wasn’t at all happy to learn that he and Josh were best friends. She hoped that wouldn’t scare Charlie off, though she was afraid that it might. It was possible her interest might be entirely one-sided, and Charlie could just be friendly with all his customers. She was still looking forward to their lunch meeting which was only a week away.

      “Maggie? Did you hear a word that I just said?” Ryder asked.

      She snapped back to attention. “Sorry, I was daydreaming. What did you say?”

      “Remember I tried to talk to you earlier today when you were on the phone with Charlie? And then we got busy. I’m worried about Bethany.”

      “What’s wrong?” Maggie was a huge fan of Bethany. She’d been Ryder’s high school sweetheart, then moved away after graduation to go to cooking school and work in Manhattan. She eventually found her way back to Quinn Valley and to Ryder, and Maggie had never seen her brother so happy. Or the customers at Quinn’s so satisfied. Bethany was a great chef.

      “She hasn’t been feeling right lately. She said her back has been killing her and she’s been exhausted. She looked ready to drop an hour ago. She was scheduled to work the evening shift, too, but I called Will in to cover for her.” Will was one of their assistant chefs and he’d learned a lot from Bethany, enough to work several evening shifts a week on his own now.

      “What do you think it is?”

      “She says it’s nothing other than her advanced age.” He laughed at the ridiculousness of Bethany’s joke as they were the same age. “Standing on her feet all day in the kitchen is catching up to her. But it’s never bothered her before. She doesn’t want to go, but I got her to agree to call her doctor just to make sure there’s nothing serious going on.”

      “That’s smart. Maybe she just needs some time off?” Bethany and Ryder really hadn’t taken more than a few days off for months. “You guys should take a long weekend, head to Seattle or do a staycation and visit the spa at the hotel or at River’s End Ranch. Pamper yourselves.”

      Ryder nodded. “I like your way of thinking. That’s not a bad idea. And Will and Peter could hold down the fort for a weekend if Bethany prepared them for it.” Peter was their broiler cook and about their mother’s age. He’d been with Quinn’s for years.

      “Mom could always pitch in if needed, too,” Maggie said. Their mother had run the kitchen at Quinn’s until a few years ago when Ryder and Maggie bought her out and became co-owners. Their youngest sister, Ivy, worked in the restaurant, too, as a server. Their other brothers, David and Carter, ran their own food-related businesses. 

      “That’s true. She might love it, actually.”

      Maggie nodded in agreement. Their mother still came by most mornings to have coffee with them and chat. Once she’d hired Bethany, she’d known Quinn’s was in good hands and soon after, she reconnected with Harry Peterman and the two of them had been as thick as thieves since. She still insisted that they were just ‘very good friends.’ But her children knew better.

      Maggie was thrilled for her, and Ryder too. Although they all still missed their father, he’d been gone for years now. They’d urged their mother to date, especially this past year, but she’d insisted that she had no interest, and she hadn’t until Harry walked by the restaurant one day.

      Bethany came out of the kitchen, untied her apron and slid onto the chair next to Ryder.

      “Will’s here. I’m going to take off in a few minutes.” Her eyes looked heavy and tired, and she grimaced as she shifted position in the chair and touched her hand to her back.

      “I’m sorry that you’re not feeling well,” Maggie said. “I have some Advil behind the bar if you need some? And I just made a pot of fresh coffee.”

      Bethany smiled. “I’d love an Advil. I forgot to put mine in my purse this morning. And a small cup of coffee sounds great, too. I need something to wake me up, especially if I’m going to make it through Dancing with the Stars tonight.”

      “Are you still coming to Gram’s? I’m sure she’d understand if you skipped it.” Most Monday nights, a bunch of women, mostly family and a few friends, gathered at their grandmother’s house for a pot luck dinner and to watch Dancing with the Stars on her big screen TV. Maggie wasn’t as much a fan of the show as she was just happy to spend the evening with her family. There were five sprawling branches of the Quinn family and she never knew who’d show up each week. It was nice to see some of her cousins that she didn’t get to visit with as much as she’d like. She was feeling out of touch as she’d had to miss the last few Monday’s due to work.

      “I’m going to see how I feel. If I can lie down and rest for a bit, I might go. I like seeing everyone.” She grimaced again and Maggie understood Ryder’s concern.

      “Have you made an appointment to see your doctor yet?” she asked.

      Bethany nodded. “I checked my messages earlier and they confirmed an appointment for Wednesday morning.”

      “Good.” That was just a few days away. Hopefully they’d have some answers soon. Bethany really did look exhausted. Maggie wondered if it was just being on her feet all day and working too much. Sometimes her own back ached if she worked a few doubles in a row, both lunch and dinner shifts. She tried not to do that unless it was absolutely necessary.

      “All right, I’m off. Hopefully I’ll see you tonight, Maggie.” Bethany took a last sip of coffee, kissed Ryder goodbye and slid off her bar stool.

      

      Maggie added a bit of Grand Marnier, the final touch to her contribution to the evening’s pot luck—a pitcher of freshly mixed margaritas. Her grandmother wasn’t much of a drinker, but she always liked to have one small glass of whatever Maggie made. Everyone else would be bringing an appetizer, or dessert. Their grandmother usually provided the main course, either lasagna or a roast of some sort.

      When she arrived at the ranch, there was already a small crowd gathered. Her mother and a few of her aunts were sipping wine in the kitchen. Her sister, Ivy, was chatting with their cousin, Robyn. And two of her grandmother’s close friends, Gertie and Ruby, were fussing over a platter of cheese and crackers, one cutting more cheese while the other arranged the crackers just so.

      “Maggie!” her grandmother called out when she saw her. She pulled her in for a big hug and raised her eyebrow at the pitcher she was carrying. “What have you made for us tonight?”

      Maggie smiled. “Margaritas.” Her grandmother’s favorite.

      “Splendid!” She turned to her friends. “Could you girls get some nice glasses out for us?”

      Once everyone who wanted a margarita had one, Maggie roamed around and chatted with everyone.

      She looked up in surprise when Bethany walked in, holding a casserole dish covered in tin foil. Maggie went over to help and took the dish from her. “I can’t believe you made something too. Are you feeling better I hope?”

      Bethany smiled tightly. “A little. I did get a short nap in, and cooking relaxes me. This is nothing impressive, though. Just my taco dip. I can make that in my sleep.”

      Maggie’s stomach rumbled. Bethany’s taco dip was legendary. And it was easy to make, Maggie could attest to that. It was just ground beef or turkey browned up with taco seasoning, a can of refried beans and a cup or so of shredded cheese. Bethany added more cheese on top, so that it got bubbly and delicious when she reheated it.

      “Do I smell taco dip?” Maggie’s mother gave Bethany a hug too. “Great minds think alike. I made a big batch of guacamole and Maggie brought margaritas.”

      

      “So, where is Josh taking you next?” Ivy asked a few hours later. They were all stuffed and gathered in the living room, around Gram’s big screen TV. Bethany, Maggie and Ivy were sitting on a comfy, plush sofa and the show had just gone to half-time commercial break. Maggie smiled when she noticed that the room had grown quiet as everyone leaned in to hear her reply.

      “It’s almost two weeks from now. The Spinazolla Gala in Lewiston.” Maggie saw a sea of impressed faces.

      “What’s the Spinazolla Gala?” Bethany asked.

      “It’s a big deal, creative black tie. A charity event that has food and wine tastings from the best restaurants in Lewiston and wineries from all over the country. It’s named after a famous, retired food critic. I’ve never been, but I’ve heard it’s amazing,” Ivy said.

      Maggie nodded. “It is a fun time. I went once a few years ago.”

      “When you were dating Eric?” Ivy asked.

      “Yes. It was a memorable night.” In more ways than one. She’d been head over heels for Eric and they’d dated for several years. But she’d sensed him growing distant and didn’t know why. When he invited her to go, she’d been thrilled and told herself she’d been imagining things. And they’d had a wonderful, special night.

      Until the end, when she’d gone off to find the ladies’ room, went the wrong way, and walked into a closet where Eric and a skinny blonde girl were making out. She’d taken a cab home and never spoken to him again--after telling him what she thought of him, of course. A year later, he’d moved away from Quinn Valley and she was glad to hear of it. But she hadn’t dated anyone seriously since then.

      “Bethany, are you and Ryder going, too?” Maggie’s cousin Robyn asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. He hasn’t mentioned it.” She winced slightly and rubbed her back as she shifted position.

      “Do you need more Advil? I have some in my purse,” Maggie offered.

      “Are you not feeling well? I’m sure I have some, too.” Robyn sounded concerned. She worked as a midwife and Maggie often thought she knew as much as the doctors that she worked for.

      “Thanks. I just took some a little while ago, it should kick in soon. I have a doctor’s appointment this week. I’m sure it’s nothing serious. Probably just standing for too long, and getting old,” she joked.

      Robyn studied her closely. “Is it just a back ache? Any other symptoms?”

      “That’s it, mostly. Oh, I have been really tired lately. Seems to hit me most afternoons out of nowhere.”

      “Is there any chance you might be pregnant?” Robyn asked quietly.

      Bethany laughed. “Oh, I don’t see how I could be. I’m on the pill.”

      Robyn nodded. “And you’re probably not late either, then?”

      Bethany thought about that for a moment. “Honestly, I’ve never been regular. It’s not unusual for me to miss a month or be really late. I don’t even track it that closely anymore.”

      “Maybe you just need a few days off,” Robyn suggested.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Maggie agreed.

      “Ryder does, too. I think we’re going to try to take a long weekend soon and go away and just relax, maybe get massages.”

      “You should go see Maddie at River’s End Ranch. She has a healing touch. I always feel better after I see her,” Ivy said.

      “That sounds wonderful.”

      “How’ve you been, Robyn?” Maggie asked. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      “Good! Busy, with work and my newest addiction, Pinterest.”

      “Pinterest? Every time I get on there I fall down a rabbit hole and time seems to disappear. I redecorated my condo a few months ago and got so many great ideas from it. It was great for researching paint colors.”

      Robyn laughed. “I’m almost ready to buy a house, so I’ve been getting lots of ideas there, too.”

      “What are you looking for?” Bethany asked.

      “I actually have my eye on one house. It’s old and run down, but it has a lot of character and potential. It could be a really fun project!” She sounded so excited that Maggie was curious to see the house when she finished with it.

      “That sounds great. Keep us posted how it goes.”

      “I will. Oh, I meant to ask. Do any of you know what’s going with Katie?” Maggie hadn’t seen their other cousin Katie in even longer.

      “No, why?”

      “Well, she’s usually here, but she hasn’t been in a few weeks. It almost seems like she’s avoiding the family. Oh, and did you notice she has a new car in her driveway? I wouldn’t think she could afford a sports car like that making soap.”

      “Is she dating someone new maybe?” Maggie wondered.

      Ivy leaned forward and lowered her voice, so that the rest of the room couldn’t over hear. “I heard something yesterday and meant to mention it to you, but totally forgot. Two of Katie’s friends were in for lunch and I overheard them talking as I brought their food to their table. One of them told the other that she heard that Katie has a man living there with her!”

      “Our Katie?” Maggie didn’t think that could possibly be true.

      “Hmm,” Robyn said. “Well, it would explain the sports car.”

      “I’m sure there’s a good explanation for it,” Bethany chimed in.

      “That’s true. Things aren’t always what they appear to be,” Ivy said.
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      Ryder was fussing. Bethany knew he was just worried about her, so she let him fuss as he drove her to her doctor appointment Wednesday morning.

      “So, we’ll leave Friday morning and come home Sunday afternoon. Wade said he put us in the Copper Cottage. He thought you’d love it because it has a true chef’s kitchen. We can go out to dinner, though, instead. If you don’t feel like cooking.”

      Bethany reached over and squeezed his free hand. She loved that he was so worried about her.

      “I’m sure I’ll feel like cooking something, even if it’s just breakfast. That was nice of Wade.” Wade Weston was the general manager of River’s End Ranch and he and Ryder had been friends for years.

      “You look a little better today,” Ryder said.

      Bethany smiled. “My back seems to have eased up a bit. I really do think it’s nothing a long weekend away won’t cure.”

      Ryder pulled into the parking lot of Finnegan’s Family Care. Tom and Margery Finnegan were both doctors, and husband and wife. They were general practitioners and Ryder had been going to see them since he was a child. He saw Tom and Bethany had an appointment with Margery.

      There was only one other person in the waiting room when they walked in. Bethany checked in at the front desk and then sat next to Ryder. She didn’t have to wait long, as it was early in the day. A few minutes later, her name was called and she followed the doctor’s assistant to an examining room where her blood pressure and temperature was checked and recorded. The assistant then told her that the doctor would be in shortly.

      Almost immediately, there was a gentle knock on the door and Margery Finnegan entered the room and said hello. She quickly checked the assistant’s notes and then smiled warmly at Bethany.

      “It’s nice to see you. Please tell your mother I said hello. She’s not due to come in for a few more months. So, what brings you in today?” Bethany’s mother had recently battled cancer and was now doing well. Bethany had seen Dr. Finnegan often while her mother was going through treatment. It was the reason she had come home to Quinn Valley and then decided to stay. She told the doctor how she’d been feeling.

      “I’m actually feeling quite a bit better today and was going to cancel the appointment. But, Ryder insisted that I keep it, just as a precaution.”

      “He’s a smart man. It never hurts to get checked out. Your vital signs are all good. How long has it been since your last period?”

      “I’m not sure, five or six weeks maybe? I’m on the pill, though, and I’ve never been regular.”

      “Hm.” The doctor listened to Bethany’s chest and lungs, had her cough and looked in her throat and ears.

      “Everything looks good. I’d like to take a blood sample to check all your levels. Where you’ve been so tired, could be low vitamin D. That’s common. We’ll run a full panel and check everything. I should have the results by Friday afternoon and will give you a call as soon as I hear.”

      

      Two days later, Bethany and Ryder checked into River’s End Ranch for their long weekend away. The Copper Cottage was every bit as beautiful as Wade had said. Bethany was impressed with the six-burner stove in the sleek kitchen. After a relaxing lunch at Kelsey’s Kafe, they made their way back to the cabin and had about an hour until it was time to go for their couples’ massage at the spa. If was a new offering and Bethany was looking forward to sharing it with Ryder.

      She and Ryder would share a room and each would have their own masseuse. Bethany was booked with Maddie, who Ivy had raved about. Later on, they had dinner reservations at the restaurant at the resort and planned to watch movies after that. It sounded like a perfect night, and Bethany was already feeling so much better. The stiffness in her back had eased quite a bit and she was sure the massage would help loosen her muscles even more.

      As they made their way to the spa, Bethany’s cell phone rang. It was the doctor’s office.

      “Hello, this is Bethany.”

      “This is Dr. Finnegan. I have your test results and all your levels look good.”

      “Oh, that’s good. Thank you.”

      “Yes, that is good news. There is something else, though. Is there a chance that you’ve taken an antibiotic recently? I know I didn’t prescribe one, but maybe someone else did?”

      Bethany was surprised by the question. “Yes, I did, actually. I had a root canal a few weeks ago. I’d cracked a tooth and the dentist had me take an antibiotic before the treatment.”

      “That explains it, then. You’d said you were taking birth control, but an antibiotic can interfere with that and cancel its effectiveness.”

      “What are you saying?” Bethany asked quietly and stopped walking. Ryder looked at her in confusion.

      “That congratulations are in order. You’re pregnant.”

      “Really? Oh, my goodness. Are you sure?”

      The doctor chuckled. “Blood tests don’t lie. I’m positive.”

      “Okay. Thank you, then.” She hung up the phone in a daze.

      “What is it? Is everything okay? What did the blood test show?” Ryder’s questions came out in a rush.

      “I’m perfectly healthy, and quite pregnant.”

      Ryder grinned. “We’re having a baby? Really? That’s great news. But, I thought you wanted to wait. You were still on the pill, right?”

      Bethany explained about the antibiotic. “I did want to wait. But it looks like our plans have changed. I guess we have something to celebrate over dinner.”

      “We certainly do. I can’t wait to tell everyone.”

      Bethany laughed. “My mother is going to be thrilled.”

      “My mother will be, too. She’s looking forward to being a grandmother.” He pulled Bethany in for a hug and tenderly brushed a stray strand of hair out of her eyes. “This is such a gift. I love you so much, and now we’re going to have a baby of our own. This is going to be incredible.” He kissed her and she felt the same spark she always felt when Ryder’s lips touched hers. The news had been a shock at first, but Bethany was excited now and nervous. Mostly excited, though, and looking forward to building her new family with the person who mattered most to her.

      “You’re going to be a wonderful father, Ryder. I love you so much.” She patted her flat stomach lightly. “And I can’t wait to meet our new baby.”
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        * * *

      

       Maggie arrived earlier than usual Monday morning. It had been a quiet weekend with Bethany and Ryder gone. The restaurant was as busy as usual, but it felt different without two of her favorite people there. She and Bethany had grown close since Bethany started working at the restaurant and married Ryder. And of all her siblings, Maggie had always been closest to Ryder. He was the perfect co-owner because they shared the same approach to the business and got along so well. She looked forward to hearing all about their weekend and hoped that Bethany was feeling better.

      Her mother was already there when Maggie walked into the kitchen to start the coffee.

      “Are you looking for this?” Her mother handed her a fresh full pot of coffee.

      “Thank you.” Maggie filled her cup to the top, brought the pot out to the bar and set it on a burner to keep warm. Her mother followed her out and set a brown paper bakery bag on the bar.

      “I couldn’t help myself. They were just putting the pistachio muffins out when I walked in the door.” She reached in and pulled out a giant muffin and handed it to Maggie then took one for herself.

      They settled at the bar with their coffee and muffins. Maggie had just taken her first bite when Bethany and Ryder walked in together, holding hands and looking both excited and pleased with themselves. Bethany had a glow about her that Maggie hadn’t seen before. To say she looked well-rested was an understatement.

      “Well, don’t you two look bright and shiny this morning,” their mother said. “I take it the weekend was a success?”

      Bethany and Ryder nodded and then Ryder spoke.

      “We have some exciting news to share. Bethany is not sick.”

      “Well, that’s a relief. The doctor said it was nothing, then?”

      “The blood test did show something.” He paused for dramatic effect and then grinned. “We’re pregnant!”

      “What?” Their mother screamed, jumped up and pulled the two of them in for a bear hug while Maggie sat there, shocked. None of them had even considered that possibility. But now it made sense.

      Maggie got up and hugged her brother and sister-in-law, too. “That’s the best possible news. I’m so happy for you both.”

      “Thank you. We found out on Friday and we’ve spent the long weekend dreaming and planning. We both agree that if it’s okay with you, Maggie, we’d like you to be our baby’s godmother.”

      Maggie felt tears well up immediately, she was so touched.

      “Of course. I’d be honored.”

      

      “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      They all turned at the sound of the familiar voice. Charlie was standing at the bar, looking much more polished than the last time Maggie had seen him. None of them had even heard him walk in, they’d been so distracted by the exciting baby news.

      “I’m so sorry, Charlie. I’ll be right with you.”

      Charlie was right on time for their long-awaited lunch meeting. She’d scheduled it for eleven, a half hour before the restaurant opened, so they’d have time to look over the bar thoroughly and then sit and eat before the lunch rush came at noon.

      “Charlie, we have some good news to celebrate. I’m going to be a dad. Bethany and I just learned that we’re expecting.” Ryder was still grinning ear to ear and Maggie couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him so excited.

      “That’s fantastic,” Charlie said warmly. “Congratulations to both of you.”

      “Well, I should probably get to work,” Bethany said.

      “I need to run, too. I have to go tell everyone I know that I’m going to be a grandmother. See you all later.” Their mother grabbed her purse and headed for the door as Bethany went to meet with Charlie.

      “Thank you for coming in. I’d love to show you how we have the bar set up and what we have stocked. We’ve been moving a lot of whiskey, lately, not as much gin. Wine and beer are always steady sellers and vodka is always on top.”

      Charlie came behind the bar and paid close attention as Maggie showed him around. He had some great suggestions for how to order more efficiently and also shared what was working for some of his other clients. He took her weekly order as they went along and she agreed to make a few changes based on his ideas ,and to try a few new beers and wines to see how they went over with their customers. When they finished, it was almost eleven thirty and Maggie’s stomach rumbled. She was used to eating lunch early, before the rush got underway.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked as she grabbed two menus. She set them down on the bar as they both settled onto bar stools.

      “I’m always hungry. What do you recommend?”

      “Well, everything’s good, but Bethany does comfort food like no one else. The shepherd’s pie with cheddar mashed potatoes is outstanding and the steak tips or grilled chicken on Caesar salad are always popular.”

      “What are you going to get?” he asked.

      “I’m pretty hungry. I’m going to get a turkey club sandwich with chips.”

      “That sounds good to me. I’ll have the same.”

      “I’ll run this order into the kitchen. What can I get you to drink?”

      “Water’s fine.”

      Maggie quickly poured two glasses of water, set them on the bar, and brought the order into the kitchen and handed it to Bethany. It was the first lunch order of the day, so she knew it would be out quickly.

      “Check back in five minutes,” Bethany said.

      Maggie made her way back to the bar and settled into her seat. Charlie was texting on his phone and finished up when he saw her.

      “Sorry about that. My office had a question.”

      “No need to apologize.” She noticed how much more comfortable Charlie seemed. He looked sharp in his light blue, button-down shirt, gray tie and a navy blazer. And his black shoes were shiny and new looking. “I know yours is a family business, like Quinn’s. Did you ever consider doing something else? Maybe selling the business when your father died?”

      Charlie smiled. “I thought about it, but it was just a passing thought. I always expected that one day I’d take over the business. I just didn’t expect it would happen so soon. I do enjoy it though. My father built a strong business, but we’ve tripled our sales in the past five years.”

      Maggie was impressed. “That’s really something. Is the market booming?”

      “The market hasn’t changed all that much. We just got better at reaching new people and we broadened our service area. We go to Lewiston and beyond. And we put in a new computer system.”

      “Were you a business major in college?” she wondered.

      He smiled. “I was. So it’s been fun to put some of what I learned to good use.”

      Maggie enjoyed listening to Charlie talk about the family business that he took over. He was animated and passionate as he told her some challenges he’d faced initially and some more recent successes they’d had. He also shared his favorite Mojito recipe.

      “The key is fresh mint, and lime. Muddle the two together, add a bit of coconut rum and the secret ingredient—a splash of Sprite.”

      “Sprite? That’s different.”

      He grinned. “It’s a shortcut, much easier than messing with club soda and simple syrup—which I never have at home. It adds the perfect amount of sweetness.”

      Maggie was intrigued. “Maybe I’ll run that as a drink special today. I’m curious to try it.”

      “Two turkey club sandwiches,” Ryder announced as he walked over and set their lunches down on the bar.

      “Thanks! I could have gone to get them,” Maggie said. She’d lost track of time while she and Charlie were talking.

      “Bethany ordered me to bring them out, while the bread is still hot from the toaster. Enjoy.”

      Maggie picked up a wedge of sandwich, took a bite and wondered if Charlie was dating anyone. She knew that he was a widower and had lost his wife to a horrible car accident several years ago. She’d casually asked Ryder the day before as he was heading off to play cards at Charlie’s house. He didn’t have any idea, but hadn’t heard that he was, for what that was worth.

      “How did Ryder do playing card with you guys the other night? I haven’t had a chance to ask. He and Bethany were gone all weekend and the baby was all we’ve talked about so far.”

      “Well, it’s exciting news. You’re going to be an aunt.” Charlie smiled warmly as he reached for a potato chip. “As it turns out, your brother is very good at poker. He surprised us.”

      Maggie laughed. “I wondered if anyone knew that about him. He’s always been good at cards. I know better than to play with him.”

      They continued to chat easily as they ate, and Maggie learned that she and Charlie shared a lot of common interests. Besides working in the food industry, they both enjoyed playing trivia and listening to live country and blues music, both local bands and big acts, like Thomas Rhett, Luke Bryan and Kenny Chesney.

      “Thomas Rhett is going to be in Lewiston in a few weeks. I tried to get tickets, but he sold out so fast,” Maggie said.

      “I saw him a few years ago. He was great. I missed out on getting tickets, too.”

      “We’ll have to settle for local bands, then. My sister is actually really good. Have you ever heard Ivy sing? She once wanted to be a country music artist, but then had her dreams dashed. Which is too bad because she could have been really good. Now she just writes music as a hobby, and fills in when we have an opening or a local band needs a lead singer for a gig.”

      “I haven’t yet. I’d like to, though. Where is she playing next?” Charlie asked.

      “She’s actually playing here Saturday night. You should come by.” That was as close as she could get to asking him out. Besides, she was working Saturday night, anyway, but it would fun to see him if he stopped in.

      “Are you working that night?” he asked.

      “I am.”

      Charlie grinned. “Well, I need to check my schedule.” He pulled out his phone, glanced at it and laughed. “I’m wide open. I’ll try to stop in.”
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        * * *

      

      “How are things going with Josh? Have you two gone out again?” Charlie wanted to go to Quinn’s Saturday night, to have a beer at the bar, chat with Maggie and listen to her sister play. He wanted much more than that, but he didn’t know if it would ever be possible. Not if Josh was who Maggie wanted to be with. And if they were to get serious, she’d be completely off-limits, anyway. Josh was too good of a friend. Even if he’d lost his mind recently when it came to dating. Charlie didn’t want to see Maggie get hurt either if she were to fall for Josh. Josh wouldn’t intentionally do anything to upset her, but he wasn’t always known for thinking things through. And Charlie was pretty sure Josh’s heart still belonged to Liz, even if he wasn’t ready to admit it yet. The question seemed to take Maggie by surprise.

      “Oh, um, fine I guess. We haven’t gone out again yet. I think he said he’s away this weekend, and I’m working. We have plans to go to the Spinazolla event next weekend, though. That should be fun. Are you going?”

      Charlie was going with Josh, and he hadn’t mentioned that he was bringing a date. Charlie hadn’t really thought about it, though, and it wouldn’t have surprised him if Liz was going and that would have been fine. He’d often gone out with the two of them before, to join others for trivia or dinner. But it did seem a bit odd that Josh had invited Maggie to join them. Charlie would have thought that he’d want her all to himself. If it had been Charlie inviting Maggie out somewhere, he certainly wouldn’t have wanted Josh to join them.

      So, he was inclined to tell Josh that he wouldn’t go with them. He didn’t want to be a third wheel on a date with the girl he’d kill to date himself. He could just go on his own, as he already had his ticket and a new tux on the way.  Then it wouldn’t be as awkward if he ran into them there. His phone buzzed just then with a text message, and he glanced at it and smiled.

      “Can’t wait to see you next weekend. Looking forward to a few days of relaxing and eating things I’m not supposed to have!” He’d almost forgotten his sister was coming home for a visit. Maybe he could get a ticket for her, too.

      “I am going. A lot of the distributors I work with will be there, so it’s sort of a work thing. But it’s always a good time, too.”

      Maggie flashed a big smile, that made him momentarily dazed.

      “Oh, good. I’m so glad you’re going, too. It’s going to be such a fun night.”

      A crowd of customers walked through the front door. Maggie glanced toward the bar, which was still empty, but Charlie knew the lunch rush was now underway.

      “I should probably get going. I don’t want to take too much of your time.” He pulled out a credit card and put it on the table, intending to pay for their lunch. But Maggie had other ideas. She picked up the card and handed it back to him.

      “Thank you, but I invited you here for lunch. And I appreciate all of your suggestions for the bar. It’s nice to finally chat in person, too.”

      “Very nice. I should do this more often. Get out of the office, I mean.” He stood, reluctant to leave. Their time together had gone by too fast.

      “I’ll see you soon, hopefully on Saturday night?”

      “I’ll be here,” he promised.
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      Maggie arrived at Quinn’s on Saturday a few minutes before four. She wouldn’t actually go behind the bar until four thirty when the lunch shift ended and Paul, the day bartender would head home. But, she liked to come in early and relax a bit first. Quinn’s always provided a staff meal for all employees to eat before their shift and Bethany always made something good.

      When she went into the kitchen, the intoxicating smell of fried chicken tempted her. Ryder was loading up a plate for himself with chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy.  Maggie debated doing the same, but she didn’t want to eat too heavy a meal.

      “I made a big Caesar salad, too. If you want some of that, I can slice up one of these chicken breasts and put it on top,” Bethany suggested.

      “That sounds perfect.” She watched as Bethany made two plates of salad with sliced fried chicken on top.

      “Who is the other one for?” she asked as Bethany set them both on the counter.

      “Me! I’m going to join you and sit for a few minutes, too, before things get crazy in the kitchen.”

      They took their plates into the quiet back room, which was used for functions and served as a staff spot for meals or breaks. They joined Ryder and Maggie laughed when she saw that his plate was almost empty already. He laughed back..

      “I was hungry. And I have to run a few errands. I’ll be back before the dinner rush hits.” He took his plate and headed to the kitchen.

      “Ryder has been in an unusually good mood, lately,” Maggie said once he was gone.

      “He’s pretty excited about this baby. It’s funny, neither one of us was in a hurry to have kids, but now that we’re expecting, we’re both really looking forward to it.”

      “Have you thought about names at all?”

      “We’ve talked about it a little, but we’re all over the place. I thought he might want a Ryder, Jr., if it’s a boy, but he said no. Possibly your father’s name, at least as a middle name. If it’s a girl, I haven’t the slightest. There’s so many choices.”

      “That’s true and you have plenty of time to figure it out. I’m glad to see that you’re feeling better. At least you look like you are?” Maggie asked. Bethany’s color was good and she seemed to be moving around more easily.

      “I am. I’m working more days now but shorter shifts, so that helps my back, and so far I haven’t really had much morning sickness.” She smiled and knocked her fist against the wood table for luck. “Hopefully that will continue.”

      “Have you had any cravings? Or food aversions?” Maggie was curious, especially as Bethany was such a foodie.

      “Yes, to both. I’ve wanted mac and cheese almost every day and not my homemade recipe, I’ve been craving the orange Kraft stuff from the box. I can’t get enough of it,” she admitted.

      Maggie laughed. “Well, it is pretty good. I haven’t had that in years, but when I was a kid, I thought it was the best thing ever.”

      “Maybe that’s it. I’m regressing to my childhood! And I have to have a small bowl of strawberry ice cream afterward, for dessert. The combo is a must. Isn’t that strange?”

      “It is a bit unusual,” Maggie agreed.

      “I know, right? I usually have chocolate swirl or coffee. Now, it’s just strawberry. I might have to have some when I finish. Do you want a little?”

      “No, thanks. Unlike you, I am not eating for two. I wouldn’t mind dropping a few pounds. I always seem to gain and lose the same five pounds.” It was frustrating. Maggie never had been as slim as Bethany, though. She had finally accepted that as long as she was healthy, she didn’t have to deprive herself.

      But, it would be nice to drop a few pounds before the Spinazolla event. Just so she’d feel more comfortable in the dress she was planning to wear. It was midnight blue, with halter straps and a nipped-in waist that created an hourglass effect.

      “You look great, Maggie. You always do.” Bethany smiled as she spread butter on a thick slice of sourdough bread. “How did Charlie like his turkey club the other day? I meant to ask you about your lunch with him earlier. I walked by to get a soda at the bar while you were eating, and it looked like the two of you were deep in conversation. You were both smiling and it almost looked like you were on a date.”

      Maggie set her fork down. “Really? It was just a business meeting. Charlie came in to see the bar and give me some pointers.”

      Bethany raised her eyebrows. “That’s a first for him. And he is the one whose voice gave you goosebumps when you talked to him on the phone, right?”

      Maggie nodded. “That’s true. There is something about his voice. It’s…mesmerizing.”

      “And he’s nice in person, too?” Bethany looked intrigued.

      “He is. He’s easy to talk to and interesting. And smart. He took over his father’s company and has done a great job growing it.”

      “He sounds impressive. So, why aren’t you dating him?”

      “Well, he hasn’t asked me out, for one thing. And I don’t think he’s likely to, unfortunately. Not right now, anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know the cute lawyer I went out with last weekend?”

      Bethany nodded. “The one that looks like a walking, talking Ken doll?”

      “He’s also Charlie’s best friend.”

      “Oh. Well, that complicates things a little. But, you could just not go out with him again, right?”

      “I already told him that I’d go with him to the Spinazolla event. But I think Charlie might be going, too.”

      “Really? Hmm, that sounds like it could be an interesting night. Do you have plans to see either of them before then?”

      “Josh and I don’t have plans before next weekend. Charlie mentioned that he might stop in tonight.”

      “Really? To see you?”

      Was it to see her? “Not me specifically. I told him that Ivy is singing tonight and he said that he likes live music.”

      “Ah, well that explains it then.”

      “Explains what?”

      “I thought there was something different about you tonight. You have a little more makeup on than usual, and you styled your hair differently.”

      Maggie was surprised that Bethany noticed. But she normally didn’t wear much for makeup, just a bit of mascara if she remembered. But tonight she’d added a little eyeliner, rosy blush and her favorite dusty pink lip liner and gloss.

      “I got a new curling iron, so I was just playing around with it.” Maggie took her last bite of salad and felt a little silly for fussing with her hair and makeup so much.

      Bethany stood. “Well, it looks lovely. I need to get back into the kitchen. I still need to have that ice cream.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlie went running Saturday afternoon for the first time in several years. He jogged for about three miles, all over his neighborhood and around Bear Lake, which was just over two miles. His calves were screaming by the time he made it to his driveway. He stretched for another ten minutes or so, then jumped in the shower and got dressed. His jeans and shirt were both new, from his trip to Lewiston, and fit perfectly. The shirt was a medium blue and he picked it out because it made his hazel eyes look bluer.

      He figured that his eyes were his best feature. His face was starting to look a little less round, too. Unless he was imagining it, maybe he almost had a jawline. He was no Josh, but he didn’t look too bad.  He was looking forward to getting to Quinn’s early enough to get a seat at the bar and having a chance to chat a little with Maggie when she wasn’t busy with customers. And to hearing her sister Ivy sing.

      His phone rang as he was pulling out of his driveway. He was surprised to see that it was Josh.

      “What are you doing tonight?” Josh asked.

      “I’m heading to Quinn’s to listen to some live music. Are you still away?”

      “Just got home, earlier than expected. I tried calling Liz, but she’s not taking my calls.  I think Maggie’s working tonight. Why don’t you save me a seat? I’m going to having something to eat and then I’ll meet you there.”

      “Will do.” Charlie ended the call and sighed. While he was glad for the company, he’d been looking forward to talking to Maggie again, without an audience. But, maybe he’d have a chance to chat a little before Josh arrived. And he was always good company.

      It was almost seven when he pulled into Quinn’s parking lot. The restaurant looked packed. It was prime time for dinner. When he walked inside, he was glad to see a few seats open up as a party of two that was waiting at the bar, was called for their table. Charlie slid into one of the empty seats and his eyes found Maggie instantly. She was at the opposite end of the bar, mixing what looked like an espresso martini. He watched as she drizzled chocolate syrup along the inside of the glass, making a swirly pattern, then strained the creamy mixture into it and dropped two chocolate-covered coffee beans on top. She delivered the frothy drink and then made her way to him, with a smile on her face.

      “You made it! And just in time. Ivy’s going on in about ten minutes. What can I get you to drink?”

      Ironically, considering the business he ran, Charlie wasn’t much of a drinker.  If he went out to a bar or restaurant, he usually just had a beer or two. He did like some local micro-brewed beers, and he knew what Quinn’s carried as he supplied it all.

      “I’ll have a Laughing Dog IPA.”

      “That’s been popular lately!” Maggie went to get his beer and returned a moment later with a frosty glass. She opened the can of beer and expertly poured it in so that just the right amount of foam was on top.

      “Josh is on his way. He’s back in town early.” Charlie took a sip of his beer and watched her face. There was a flash of something in her eyes. He’d like to think it was disappointment, but he suspected that was just wishful thinking on his part.

      “Oh, I didn’t think I’d see him this weekend.” She looked like she was about to say something else, but someone waved her over for a drink. Charlie watched her work, admiring how she laughed and joked with the customers while moving quickly to make their drinks. Once everyone was all set, she spent some time chatting with him, while keeping an eye on the bar in case anyone needed anything.

      “Do you have to work tomorrow, too?” Charlie asked.

      “No. I always take Sundays off. I’d love to just be lazy, but I have plenty to do—laundry, grocery shopping. There’s a new Jack Raven movie that just opened up that I’m dying to see. I might see if anyone is up for a matinee.”

      “Is that already out? I wanted to see that one, too.”

      Maggie grinned. “You should meet me there. It starts at two. I don’t mind going alone, but it’s always more fun with friends.”

      “Maybe I will,” Charlie said as Maggie went to take someone’s credit card. He was already looking forward to seeing her the next day.

      “What are you smiling about? You’re looking awfully happy?” Josh slid into the empty seat beside him.

      “You got here fast.” Much sooner than he’d expected.

      “I decided to just grab something to eat here. Did you already eat?”

      “No. I was planning to get a burger.”

      “That sounds good. I’ll do the same.

      When Maggie returned, she looked happy to see Josh, and took his order for a Jack and coke and burgers for both of them.

      “Ivy’s about to start singing.” She set Josh’s drink down and ran off to help several new customers that were lining up for drinks. There were no empty seats now at the bar, and most people were watching as Ivy stepped up to the mic and the music began. Charlie was quickly impressed. Ivy had a clear, soulful voice and a special quality that reminded him of his sister. He’d have to bring her by to hear Ivy when she was in town next weekend.

      It didn’t take long for their burgers and they were cooked perfectly. They ate while Ivy continued to sing. She took a break after a few more songs and Maggie said she’d be back in a while for a second set.

      “She’s really good. You were right.” Charlie ate his last French fry and reached for his beer to wash it down. His glass was just about empty.

      Maggie glanced at the glass, “Would you like another?”

      “Maybe just one more. Thanks.”

      “So, where did you go again this weekend?” Charlie asked Josh.

      “Up to my dad’s place in the mountains. It’s just sitting there empty, and he said I could go there anytime. I thought it might be good to get away, do some fishing and relax. Clear my head.”

      “And was it? Relaxing?” Charlie hated fishing. He thought it was about the most boring thing imaginable.

      “It was all right. I didn’t catch a single fish and got a little stir crazy when I got back to the house.” He reached for his beer and took a big sip. “I didn’t think I’d miss her so much.”

      “Maggie?” Charlie was watching her pour a draft beer.

      “No! Liz.”

      “Oh, of course.”

      “I think she’s furious with me. She’s not calling me back.”

      “Can you blame her? You dumped her.”

      “But, I didn’t. Not really. I was happy with things the way they were. They were great.”

      “So, you’ve decided to marry her, then?” Charlie thought that was an excellent decision. He fully approved.

      “What? No. I haven’t changed my mind about that. I mean, maybe someday, but not yet. I’m not going to be forced into anything.”

      “So, what are you trying to do, then?”

      “I just want things to go back to the way they were.”

      “Hm. It doesn’t seem like she wants that.”

      “No. Not yet. But I’m optimistic that she’ll change her mind and come around. Maybe she’s missing me, too!”

      Charlie shook his head. How could his smart friend be so dumb when it came to women? Not that Charlie was an expert, but it didn’t seem likely that Liz would decide to change her mind.

      “Are you doing anything special on your day off?” Josh asked Maggie. She was leaning against the bar, pouring herself a glass of water.

      “Running errands, relaxing. I’m thinking about seeing a movie. What about you?”

      “I don’t remember the last time I went to a movie. I like to be more active. I might try to get some more fishing in. See if my luck is any better tomorrow. Do you fish?”

      Maggie laughed. “No. I’m terrible at it. But it’s supposed to be beautiful tomorrow. I bet it will be a great day. Hope you catch loads of fish.”

      Josh watched as Maggie went to welcome two new customers on the opposite end of the bar.

      “She’s really a great girl. Beautiful, too. Maybe when Liz sees me with Maggie, she’ll realize what she’s missing.”

      “Liz is going to Spinazolla?” Charlie hated to see Maggie caught in the middle of Josh’s game-playing.

      “She never misses it. She’s the one that introduced me to it. I’m sure she’ll be there with her friends.”

      “What if she brings a date?” Charlie said.

      Josh scowled at the suggestion. “I don’t think she’d do that. It’s too soon.”

      “That didn’t stop you. Oh, I’m bringing Hannah with me. She’s coming home that weekend.”

      Josh perked up. “Great, we can all go together. I’ll have my assistant book us a car.”

      “Sure, that sounds fun.” Charlie rarely had more than two drinks, but recognized that it was smart to hire a driver, anyway. At tasting events, it was hard sometimes to know how much you’d actually had as the small sips they poured could add up quickly.

      They stayed through Ivy’s second set and by then Josh was yawning.

      “I think the day has caught up to me, sitting in the sun all afternoon and then the long drive back. I’m going to head home.” Charlie was ready to go, too.

      Maggie brought them their check, and they both put enough cash down to cover the bill and give her a generous tip.

      “See you next Saturday,” Josh said as they stood to leave.

      “I’m looking forward to it. And Charlie, I hope I’ll see you tomorrow for the matinee?”

      “I’ll meet you there a little before two.”

      Josh raised his eyebrows at Charlie as they walked out. “You’re going to a movie with Maggie tomorrow?”

      “She didn’t want to go alone. And it’s a movie we both wanted to see. You don’t mind, do you?” If he did, Charlie would call Maggie and cancel.

      But Josh laughed. “No, of course not. I was just surprised. You know I hate going to movies. And you guys are friends. I know I don’t have to worry about you moving in on my girl.”
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      Maggie woke Sunday morning feeling unusually cheerful. She tended to be a morning person, anyway. She liked getting up early and enjoying her coffee in the quiet peace of morning, before her day got underway. And on Sundays she could linger even longer, have a second or third cup of coffee, surf the internet and catch up on her friends’ Facebook posts and the headline news.

      She looked around her cozy condo and the kitchen that she was itching to remodel. She’d bought the condo a few years ago and it suited her well. It was walking distance to Quinn’s pub and had two bedrooms, a living room that opened into the kitchen and a small patio that overlooked a grassy backyard and a small pond. She’d gotten it for a good price, but the kitchen badly needed updating. The cabinets were dark wood and the counters beige Formica.

      Eventually, she’d like to paint or reface the cabinets to a lighter shade and upgrade the counters to granite or quartz. She really wanted honed marble. She loved the sleek look of it and the smooth feel, but everyone warned her that it was too porous and easily stained. To prove them wrong, she’d brought a marble tile home and tested it. Sure enough, everything made a mark. But she still longed for it, someday. She’d just have to be really careful.

      While her laundry was in the dryer, Maggie tried out a new online yoga video, then showered and headed to the market for her weekly grocery shopping. Once everything was put away, she made herself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and went to change into the perfect outfit to go see a movie with Charlie. 

      She’d been intrigued and excited that he was interested in seeing the same film and so quickly agreed to meet her there. She’d mentioned it to Josh before they left because she wanted to be upfront, so he wouldn’t have any reason to be upset with her or with Charlie. After all, they were just two friends going to see a movie, right? Never mind that she wanted more than that.

      Charlie was hard to read, though. Her heart had skipped a happy beat when he walked into Quinn’s the night before. She’d been surprised and a little disappointed when Josh joined him. She kind of wished that she hadn’t agreed to go out with Josh again as the spark just wasn’t there for her, and she didn’t think it was for him, either. 

      But, she was looking forward to going to Spinazolla, especially as Charlie was going with them, too. He’d mentioned that he was bringing his sister and had said that he’d love to bring her to hear Ivy sing sometime. She knew that might give Ivy a nice boost of confidence.

      She stood in front of her closet for a solid five minutes, debating and rejecting different options for what to wear for her non-date with Charlie. She finally settled on her favorite jeans that made her look a few pounds slimmer, and a light blue and white striped cotton sweater. It was pretty but casual. 

      For makeup, she just added a bit of mascara and a swipe of soft pink lipstick. And then she was off. The movie theater was right around the corner from Quinn’s, so it was walking distance for her. It was sunny but slightly cool, typical April weather. She grabbed a light jacket and started walking.

      When she arrived at the theater, Charlie was waiting outside and smiled when he saw her. He was wearing a brown leather jacket over jeans and a navy blue New England Patriots shirt. The blue of the shirt and the sunshine made his eyes appear very blue. She hadn’t noticed that before. She also liked the way his smile made tiny laugh lines appear beside his mouth and eyes. When Charlie smiled, it lit up his whole face, and then when he spoke, his voice gave her the shivers.

      “I didn’t realize you lived close enough to walk.”

      She nodded. “I live less than a mile from Quinn’s. As long as the weather is nice, I walk to work most days. Where do you live?”

      “I’m near Bear Lake. I had a house built and moved in about a year ago. I love it out there. It’s maybe ten minutes to downtown, but a little quieter and I have a nice, big yard.”

      “That sounds lovely.” She smiled. “I hear the fishing is good on Bear lake.”

      He laughed at that. “I wouldn’t know.”

      They went inside. Charlie bought the tickets and Maggie insisted on buying their popcorn and drinks. They got a large with extra butter to share and two waters, then made their way into the theater. Charlie told her to pick the seats, and she led them toward the front and in the center. There were a few people waiting for the movie to start, but it wasn’t crowded.

      They settled into their seats and Maggie balanced the tub of popcorn on her lap. The previews started a few minutes after they sat down and soon they were engrossed in the movie. Maggie was still very aware of Charlie by her side, and now and then his hand brushed against hers as he reached for more popcorn. 

      The movie was an edge-of-the-seat action suspense thriller and Maggie was a little embarrassed when more than once, she jumped in her seat when something unexpected happened and then Charlie softly chuckled. As they walked out of the theater when the movie ended, she apologized for being so jumpy.

      “I probably should have warned you. That always happens. It’s a good thing we didn’t see a horror film or I might have jumped right into your lap.”

      He laughed. “Maybe I wouldn’t have minded that.”

      She glanced at him and he winked at her. She knew he was just teasing her, but there was something about the way he said it that gave her hope that there might be some interest there.

      “It’s a beautiful day. Do you want to walk around a bit? I wouldn’t mind getting an ice cream at Smith’s,” Maggie said.

      “Sure. You never have to ask me twice about ice cream.”

      “Bethany was talking about her strawberry ice cream cravings the other day and I’ve wanted one ever since,” Maggie admitted as they reached Smith’s, the coffee shop that also sold ice cream and old-fashioned penny candy. The front door opened and an older couple walked out holding two ice cream cones.

      “Well, hello Maggie and Charlie, right?” It was her mother and her constant companion, Harry Peterman.

      “Nice to see you, Mrs. Quinn,” Charlie said politely.

      “We just came from seeing the new Jack Raven movie.” Maggie answered her mother’s unspoken question. She could tell her mother was dying to ask more, but it wasn’t the time.

      “Isn’t that nice? We went to Quinn’s for lunch after church, like we usually do. You should join us one of these Sundays, Maggie.”

      “It has been a while,” Maggie agreed. She went to church in spurts. She was all in for a few months and then didn’t go for a while. When she did, it was a given that Sunday lunch would follow at Quinn’s and sometimes, she felt like she spent enough time there during the week and treasured the solitude of her Sundays at home.

      “Well, we’re off. I forced Harry to get an ice cream and the agreement is that we walk it off now by strolling through the park. See you tomorrow, honey.”

      “Your mom seems sweet. Is that her boyfriend?” Charlie asked once they were inside and looking at the array of ice cream options.

      “She is. We’re not entirely sure what Harry is. She’s not admitting to anything, but they are pretty much inseparable. It’s been over ten years now since we lost my dad, so we’re all happy for her. They knew each other from years ago and reconnected recently.”

      Maggie ordered a small strawberry cone and Charlie got a classic hot fudge sundae with vanilla ice cream, whipped cream and nuts. They took their desserts outside and sat by a space heater that kept them warm while the cool-ish breezes drifted by.

      “I know it’s been a few years now since you lost your wife. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been. How did you know when you were ready to date again?”

      Charlie swallowed a bite of ice cream and thought about the question. “I haven’t actually dated anyone yet. Since the accident. Josh has been pushing me for over a year to get out there. But, I haven’t felt ready until recently. Now, I’m at least thinking about it. Meredith and I were together since we were kids. Neither one of us ever dated anyone else. So, I’m really not good at this,” he admitted. His voice cracked a little and Maggie had to fight the urge to give him a hug.

      “I think you’ll do just fine. There’s no shortage of women for a good guy like you,” she said impulsively. His face turned red and he focused on his ice cream.

      “That’s really kind of you to say.”

      “It’s true.” She paused and then took a chance to let him know how she really felt. “If you’d asked me out before Josh did, I would have happily said yes.”

      “Really? Well, that’s good to know.”

      “When he asked me out, I also had no idea that the two of you were friends.”

      Charlie laughed. “I think I was even more surprised when I saw that those flowers in the bar were from Josh. Last I knew, he was practically engaged to Liz Cunningham. How did he happen to ask you out?”

      “He came into Quinn’s one night for dinner, and he seemed really down at first. He was by himself and was furiously texting to someone. He had a few drinks and a sandwich and when the bar emptied out, he stayed around talking to me and cracking jokes. He can be pretty funny when he wants to. He was easy to talk to, and his mood seemed to change from being down to in a great mood. When he suggested dinner, I knew it would be an entertaining night. And it was.”

      “She gave him an ultimatum,” Charlie said. “And Josh is used to things going his way, calling the shots. It threw him off. He didn’t react well, and she ended things.”

      “He did seem a little preoccupied at times,” Maggie said. She remembered how Josh kept glancing at his phone, as if he was waiting for a text message that never came.

      “He’s a great guy, and my best friend. I just hope he comes to his senses about Liz. I was surprised that he asked you out. I think he’s trying to deal with losing Liz, and he’s not going about it the right way. That didn’t come out right.” Charlie looked worried that he’d insulted her, but Maggie touched her hand lightly on his arm to reassure him.

      “It’s okay. I know what you meant.” She took her last bite of ice cream and stretched her legs. Charlie’s sundae was already gone.

      “I think your mother had the right idea to walk this off. Shall we?” Charlie stood, and she followed him to the sidewalk. They strolled down Main Street for a while, then turned and made their way back on the opposite side. Maggie stopped in front of Paws, the local pet shop. There were several kittens in the window, rolling around and looking adorable.

      “Do you have any pets?” Maggie remembered him mentioning that he had a big yard. Maybe he had a dog.

      “Not really. I mean, not officially. There’s a huge neighborhood cat that comes by every day and I’m not sure if he’s feral or actually belongs to someone and just likes to make the rounds. I think he’s feral, though, because he comes every day for food. And in the winter, he snuggles into a heated cat house that I got for him. I’ve invited him in, but he won’t take that step.

      “What’s his name?” Maggie wondered.

      “I have no idea. He doesn’t wear a collar. I started calling him Tank, because he’s so huge. He doesn’t seem to mind it.”

      “That’s cute.” Maggie looked back at the kittens. “I’ve been thinking about getting a new cat. It’s been a few months since I lost my last one. I adopted Lucy from a shelter when she was six and had her for eleven years.”

      “Maybe you should get a kitten this time?” Charlie suggested as the littlest kitten, a fluffy gray ball of fur, pressed its nose against the glass and Maggie’s heart melted.

      “Hmm, maybe. We’ll see.” As tempted as she was, Maggie needed to think this through. She’d never had a kitten before and had always adopted older cats. She liked rescuing them as she knew it was harder for them to find good homes.

      “You could always get two, an older cat and a kitten to drive it crazy.” Charlie laughed as they continued walking toward his car. The air was starting to get cooler and Maggie shivered.

      “That jacket doesn’t look very warm. Why don’t you jump in and I’ll drop you at home. You’ve gotten enough walking in.”

      “I’ll gladly agree to that.” Maggie climbed into the passenger side of Charlie’s car. It was an older Volvo sedan, with comfortable leather seats. A few minutes later, he pulled into her condo complex and she directed him to her unit. There were a dozen or so condos and she had one on the end.

      “Thanks for suggesting the movie, and the ice cream,” he said as she grabbed the door handle.

      “I’m glad you were able to make it. See you on Saturday.”

      “See you then.” Maggie walked to her door and looked back. Charlie was still there, waiting for her to go inside before driving off. She waved as her key turned in the lock. It had been a really nice day. It may not have officially been a date, but she was hopeful that soon, maybe that would change.
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      Charlie picked his sister up at the Lewiston airport Friday afternoon. Hannah looked beautiful, but thinner than the last time he’d seen her.

      “You’ve lost weight,” he said after he hugged her hello and they stood waiting for her luggage in the baggage claim area.

      “You have, too! You look great, Charlie. Look at that jawline.” She took a step back and studied him closely. “So, who is she?”

      Charlie looked away. His sister knew him too well. “I’m not dating anyone. I just wanted to get in shape. Dr. Finnegan read me the riot act at my yearly checkup. He reminded me that heart disease runs in the family.

      “Hmmm. That’s true. Well, you look wonderful, regardless.”

      “You do, too. So, why have you lost weight?”

      She sighed. “The usual reason. I’ve been so busy, I just forget to eat sometimes. You know how it is.”

      He chuckled. “No, I don’t, actually. I don’t think I’ve ever missed a meal. But I know how you are. You lose yourself in your music.”

      She grinned. “You know me well.”

      He grabbed her suitcase when it came by on the carousel and they drove back to Quinn Valley. They hit quite a bit of rush hour traffic and it was almost six by the time they reached his house.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “I am, actually. I missed lunch.”

      “How does steak sound?” Her stomach rumbled in response and they both laughed. Charlie carried her suitcase to his spare bedroom and fired up the grill while she freshened up.

      “Can I do anything to help?” Hannah asked when she came downstairs and into the kitchen where he was chopping a tomato to add to a bowl of lettuce.

      “Do you want to open that bottle of wine? The opener is in the silverware drawer.”

      “You remembered that I liked the Josh cabernet,” Hannah said as she carefully removed the foil from the top of the bottle, opened it and poured a glass for each of them.

      “I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I didn’t remember my sister’s favorite wine.”

      Hannah laughed. “Are we still on for breakfast with Mom tomorrow?”

      Charlie nodded. “She said she’ll be over around ten and she’s bringing homemade blueberry muffins.”

      “My favorite. How is she? I talked to her yesterday and she sounds good.”

      “She is. I usually see her at some point during the week. Lately it’s been breakfast or lunch because she’s been going out more with her friends.”

      “Really? That’s great. It’s about time.” Both Charlie and Hannah had been encouraging their mother to have more of a social life in recent years. Finally, she seemed interested.

      “Steaks should be done. I’ll be right in. Do you want to grab the container of potato salad out of the fridge?”

      Charlie brought the steaks in and they fixed their plates and settled around his big kitchen island. It was in the middle of his kitchen and was a rustic, polished wood slab with six chairs around it. It could be a work station, but Charlie did most of his cooking on the grill, so it was mostly where he ate, and when he had friends over, where everyone gathered.

      As they ate, Hannah told him funny stories of her life on the road, traveling from city to city. She had a small house in Nashville, where she’d moved years ago when she was trying to get her music career off the ground. Charlie looked at his tiny sister in awe. If you didn’t know her, you’d think that she was fragile as she was so thin. Her eyes, the same hazel as his, looked huge and blue-gray as she spoke, gesturing with her hands for emphasis.

      She looked very much like the creative artist that she was, but his sister was anything but weak. He remembered the first time he’d seen her in full concert mode. She played a sold out show at Lewiston’s biggest venue and held the crowd spellbound for several hours. It was her first big show in the North West and she was compared in reverential tones to Adele. Except her songs were a little more folksy. Hannah Keane was one of a kind. He expected that she’d have a long career, so her next words surprised him.

      “I’m thinking about moving back to Quinn Valley.”

      Charlie put down his knife and fork. “You are? Why? Not that I wouldn’t be thrilled to have you move back, but Quinn Valley?”

      Her lips turned up slightly as she reached for her wine. “It’s not a decision that I’ve made lightly. Let’s just say that my manager is barely speaking to me. He doesn’t approve. At all. But it feels right.”

      “Is it your throat again?” Hannah had to cancel the last few shows of her tour the prior year because of throat nodules. She’d rested and they’d eased up, but she’d been warned that if she overdid it again, she could do serious damage and might need surgery.

      She nodded. “Partly. I just finished a tour and I wasn’t sure I’d make the last show. My voice was feeling really rough. But I made it, just barely. So, there’s that. But, honestly the traveling is wearing. The money is amazing, nothing like it. But, I’ve saved a lot now and my expenses are low. I’ve already put my house in Nashville on the market.”

      “Are you retiring then? What will you do in Quinn Valley?”

      She grinned. “Bother you. No, seriously I have a plan. I want to teach, and to write and record new music. I can still do that without touring like I used to. And maybe I could do a limited tour, just a few nationwide stops.”

      “You could sell those seats at a premium, too. They’d sell out in record time if there’s only a few chances to see you.”

      Hannah chewed her bottom lip and frowned. “I wouldn’t do that. I don’t want to gouge people. I want to keep the ticket prices reasonable.”

      “Prices have gotten crazy for some of these shows,” Charlie agreed.

      “I thought about doing songwriting workshops, maybe holding the events at Quinn Hotel, and including a few scholarships to students at Berklee and other places with music programs, as a way of giving back.” Charlie could tell that she’d put a lot of thought into this and was passionate about it.

      “I think it’s a great idea. And selfishly, I’m all for you moving back to Quinn Valley. I miss having my sister around.”

      “So, enough about me. What have you been up to? Tell me more about this Maggie that is coming with us tomorrow night. And why is she Josh’s date? What happened to Liz?”

      Charlie laughed. “I have a lot to catch you up on.”
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      Maggie twirled in front of her bedroom mirror and assessed the blue cocktail dress. It still looked pretty good, even though she was still the exact same weight she was two weeks ago. Her plan to lose a few pounds had failed miserably. She supposed it could have been the strawberry ice cream, or the fact that her gym had actually sent her an email saying they missed her and would she consider coming in for a visit soon, to take a class or enjoy a smoothie. Nothing like being guilted by your gym.

      At least her job was an active one. She was on her feet the entire time and on a busy night, it often felt like she ran from one end of the bar to the other. But, Maggie always had a weakness for delicious things. And it didn’t help that Bethany was pregnant now and pushing comfort food for staff meals more than ever.

      She supposed that holding steady wasn’t such a bad thing, though. The dress was flattering, and her arms were nice and toned. The cut of the dress made her waist look smaller and her average size bust a bit curvier. And best of all, the dress was comfortable. She’d be able to indulge in all the food sampling without worrying about a belly bulge.

      She did her makeup and curled her hair a bit, just to fluff it up and define the natural waves even more. Josh had said they’d be coming by at seven to pick her up. He’d hired a car for the night, so no one had to drive, which she thought was a smart thing to do, as it was almost an hour drive to Lewiston.

      At a few minutes past seven, there was a knock on the door. She grabbed her coat and purse and opened the door.

      “You look gorgeous! Are you ready to go?” Josh looked sharp in his tux.

      “I’m ready.”

      Josh led her to the waiting limo. It was a sleek, black Lincoln Town Car and when she stepped inside, Charlie and his sister were sitting across from them. Charlie looked so handsome in his tux. He introduced her to his sister, Hannah, and Maggie shook her hand. It was tiny and delicate. 

      Hannah was much smaller than she’d imagined. Her hair was long, relaxed ringlets that fell to the middle of her back and the color was a rich, strawberry blond. Her eyes were the same blue-gray as Charlie’s and her dress was strapless and a shimmery pewter color. She wore a feathery shawl in the same shade over her shoulders.

      Josh entertained them with funny stories for most of the drive. He was a general practice lawyer, handling everything from personal injury to criminal cases, though in a small town like Quinn Valley, the criminal cases were pretty minor. And some comical, like the recent attempted bank robbery by the not-too-bright Robby Benson who was caught running down Main Street with hundred-dollar bills sticking out of his back pockets.

      Maggie did a double-take as the limo drove by her cousin Katie’s house. As Robyn had mentioned, there was a black sports car in Katie’s driveway. She wondered if Katie would be at Gram’s Monday night. She sensed that there was a story there.

      The drive to Lewiston flew by and before she knew it they pulled up to the elegant Rosemont Hotel. It was one of the biggest in Lewiston and lots of functions were held there. They went inside and dropped their coats at the coat check. Josh and Charlie had their tickets and they gave them to the woman at the entrance to the main ballroom. She handed each of them a wine glass and a small tray with a clip on the corner to slip the stem of the wine glass into, which would make it easier to sip and eat at the same time.

      “Wow. This is something.” Hannah looked around the huge room where there were rows of long linen-covered folding tables set up. Vendors stood on one side, offering tastes of wine or samples of different restaurant dishes. It was a way for both to advertise and lots of well known area restaurants and wineries were there.

      “They should do something like this in Quinn Valley,” Josh said.

      Maggie laughed. “I love the idea, but there’s less than ten restaurants in all of Quinn Valley. It wouldn’t be the same.”

      He grinned. “True point. Well, where do we start?”

      They made their way to the shortest line and for the next hour, strolled around, tasting various wines and trying bites of everything from beef Wellington to coconut shrimp, seafood bisque, braised short ribs, and so much more.

      “We’re going to go sample some scotch. Are you ladies interested?” Josh asked.

      “I’m ready to sit down,” Hannah said as she set her purse on an empty cocktail table.

      “Me, too,” Maggie agreed. “You guys go ahead. I’m not much of a scotch drinker.”

      Hannah laughed and made a face. “Neither am I.”

      They collapsed into the two empty chairs and watched the crowd. It was packed and everyone looked so festive in their tuxes and cocktail dresses.

      “I’m glad you were able to come with us. I know Charlie was excited for your visit this weekend,” Maggie said.

      “I was looking forward to it, too. Charlie and I are pretty close. I’m thinking about moving home to Quinn Valley, actually. Please don’t say anything, though. I haven’t announced it officially, but I’m going to stop touring for a while.”

      “Oh, wow. I’m sure Charlie and your mom and sister must be thrilled that you’re moving back here. Will you miss Nashville, though?” Maggie remembered that Charlie had said that was her home base, though she was always on the road. She imagined it must get tiring.

      “I will miss Nashville. It’s a great city and it’s how I got my start. But I can always go back and visit. I don’t need to live there anymore. I haven’t really been there much the past few years anyway because I’ve been traveling non-stop.”

      “I don’t think I’d like that. I’m sort of a homebody,” Maggie admitted.

      “You’d never know it, but I am, too. I get terrible stage-fright.”

      “Charlie told me that. I found it hard to believe, though, as you’re so successful.”

      “It’s true. Once I start singing, I’m fine. It’s just getting started that’s hard.” Hannah smiled. “I’m excited to move home. I’ll still be active with music. I just won’t be traveling all the time. I think it will be nice.”

      “My sister Ivy has been singing locally and she writes her own music.”

      Hannah nodded. “Charlie said he heard her play at Quinn’s the other night and she was very good. I’d love to hear her while I’m in town if she’s playing anywhere tomorrow or Monday.”

      Maggie tried to remember Ivy’s schedule. “I think she’s playing tomorrow night at O’Shea’s.”

      “Do you have to work tomorrow?” Hannah asked.

      “No, I’m off on Sundays.”

      “We should all go see her, then. I’m sure Charlie and Josh would be up for it.”

      “I’m not sure about Josh. This is only our second date and, well…” How did she nicely tell Hannah she wasn’t interested in a third?

      But she seemed to understand. “We don’t have to invite Josh, then. You, me and Charlie can go. It will be fun.”

      Maggie relaxed. “I’d like that.”

      “Charlie talks about you quite a bit. I think he enjoys your company.” She smiled warmly and Maggie was pleased to hear it.

      “I enjoy his company, too. Charlie is a great guy.”

      “I agree, even though I am his sister!”

      “What are you two laughing about?” Charlie said as he and Josh strolled back to the table holding glasses of scotch.

      “Oh, nothing. Is anyone ready to visit the dessert tables?” Hannah led the way to the long tables against the wall that were piled high with all kinds of desserts. Maggie was full, but they looked too good to resist.

      “They’re small. That means you can take two or three at least,” Charlie said as he picked up a plate and selected a cannoli and a brownie.

      “He has an excellent point.” Hannah was next in line, and Maggie grabbed a plate and joined her. Maggie just took one cannoli, the Italian wafer cookie that was rolled and stuffed with a sweet ricotta cheese filling, then dipped in mini-chocolate chips. It was her favorite dessert. Impossible to resist.

      “No dessert for you?” Maggie asked Josh.  He was still sipping his scotch and looking around the room.

      He smiled and lifted his glass. “This is my dessert. I’m not much on sweets.”

      Maggie took a bite of cannoli, then almost swallowed wrong when she heard a familiar and unexpected voice behind her.

      “Maggie Quinn! Fancy seeing you here!” Maggie turned to see her grandmother and her posse of friends in their best cocktail dresses.

      “Grams! I didn’t know you were coming here?”

      Her grandmother laughed. “I didn’t either. But Ruby won tickets yesterday on the radio station. She was the lucky caller, so here we are. We took an Uber!” Maggie stared speechless at her grandmother. She didn’t know she even knew what an Uber was.

      “Isn’t it marvelous?” Ruby said. “I can’t believe we haven’t done this before. And the dancing is about to start. We should hurry girls. We don’t want to miss it.”

      “See you on the dance floor, Maggie!” Her grandmother whirled off, following her friends into the connecting ballroom where there was a big band and, evidently, dancing.

      “Your grandmother is a hoot,” Hannah said.

      “She’s full of surprises,” Maggie agreed.

      “Want to go sit in the other room and listen to some music?” Hannah suggested. “Maybe it will be good.”

      “I see someone that I need to go say hello to,” Josh said. “I’ll meet you all in there.”

      As they slowly made their way into the next room, Charlie was stopped several times to say hello to various vendors that knew him. He seemed to know a lot of people throughout the event which wasn’t surprising, given his business.

      “He really does love it,” Hannah said as she watched her brother laughing with a wine vendor.

      “He’s a good businessman. He told me how the business has grown some in the past few years and he gave me some great suggestions for how to order better and what works well for his other customers.”

      “He’s modest. The business has exploded since Charlie took it over. He’s done a great job and people respect him. My dad had that same quality, but he didn’t have the same business savvy. I’m really proud of him.”

      “OMG, it is you. It’s Hannah Keane!” Three women swarmed around Hannah. Maggie was nervous for her, but Hannah just laughed and took a step back.

      “You’re from around here, aren’t you?” one of the women asked.

      “I am. I’m home visiting family.”

      “How lovely. Could we possibly bother you for an autograph?” One of them asked and they all looked hopeful.

      “Of course.” The women all handed her their programs and a pen, to sign with. Once Hannah signed all three, the women walked away happy and waving goodbye. And a moment later, a few more women came over asking for autographs. Hannah was gracious to everyone and Maggie watched it all with interest.

      “Does that happen often?” she asked, when the women were finally gone.

      “It does, yeah. I’m used to it now. I think I’m going to get a cup of tea. Do you want anything?”

      “No, thanks. I’m too full.”

      Hannah wandered off and Maggie stood, people watching. Charlie was chatting away with a different vendor. She suddenly felt a tap on her shoulder and almost jumped. She turned and her brother David was standing there. She didn’t know he was coming, but she wasn’t surprised as he was in the food business, too.

      “You’re looking good, Mags. You here with Charlie?”

      “Sort of. We all came together, me, Josh, Charlie and his sister, Hannah.”

      David stiffened. “Hannah is here? What is she doing slumming in Lewiston?” His tone surprised her. David wasn’t usually so sarcastic.

      “She’s just home for the long weekend visiting her family. She’s staying with Charlie. Do you know her?”

      “We graduated together. She wouldn’t give me the time of day in high school. It took me forever to get up the courage to ask her out, and then she didn’t say a word. Just stared at me like I was a speck of dirt on her white dress. I slunk away in misery.”

      Maggie frowned. “That doesn’t sound like Hannah. She’s been lovely.”

      “Hmm,” was all David said.

      Hannah returned a moment later with her tea and stopped short when she saw David.

      “Hi, Hannah,” he muttered.

      There was a long, uncomfortable moment of silence before Hannah finally spoke. “David. It’s nice to see you.” She turned to Maggie, her face pale and said softly, “I’ll be back in a minute. I need to run to the ladies’ room. Will you hold this for me?” She handed Maggie her tea.

      David watched her go.

      “See, nothing has changed. One look at me and she runs out of the room.”

      “I’m sure it’s not like that. She’s been so much fun all night.”

      “Until she saw me,” David said glumly.

      Maggie looked at her older brother and shook her head. Her brother normally had women falling all over him. He had that dark, Irish look, with almost black hair and light green eyes, and he had the Quinn dimple. All the boys in the Quinn family had a deep dimple on one cheek and it added to their charm. “Get over yourself. I’m sure that had nothing to do with you and more to do with something she ate. We’re going to head into the other room and listen to some music. Do you want to join us?”

      But he shook his head. “No. This is really a working event for me. I have a lot of people I need to go talk to. I just wanted to come over and say hello.”

      “Okay. If you change your mind, you know where to find us.”

      David gave her a hug. “I’ll see you soon.”

      A few minutes later, Hannah returned and took her tea back from Maggie.

      “Are you okay? You took off so suddenly.”

      “I’m fine, my stomach just protested a bit. Too much cream, I think. Are you both ready to head into the other room?” Charlie had just walked back over, too, and the three of them made their way into the other room, which was filling up now that the band was playing. Charlie spotted one of the few remaining empty tables and made a beeline for it. They followed and took seats on either side of him.

      The music was big band, smooth jazz and some of the couples who were on the dance floor were impressive.

      “This reminds me a little of Dancing with the Stars,” Maggie said as one of the men dipped his partner so low that her hair almost touched the floor.

      “You two should get out there,” Hannah urged. Charlie looked hesitant and Maggie guessed that it was probably the last thing he felt like doing. Not that kind of dancing, anyway. Maggie had taken dance lessons for years, when she was younger, so she loved to get out there, but she knew not everyone, especially most men, were up for it.

      “We don’t have to,” she said quickly.  Relief--or was it disappointment--flashed across Charlie’s face. She smiled as she saw her grandmother coming over to their table with a determined look.

      “What are you young people doing just sitting there? Young man, you really should take one of these ladies out on the dance floor. Take turns, it doesn’t matter. But it’s a shame to not enjoy this opportunity to dance!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Charlie jumped up and held out his hand to Maggie.

      She took it and and whispered in his ear as they walked to the dance floor. “You really don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

      A slow smile spread across Charlie’s face. “Maybe I want to.”

      He pulled her to him dramatically as they stepped onto the dance floor, and Maggie caught her breath. Charlie knew how to dance! He whirled and twirled her across the dance floor and even dipped her a few times and held her close when the music slowed. By the time the song ended they were both breathless. “Want to go again?” he asked.

      They danced three more songs. The last song was a slower one, and she swayed in Charlie’s arms and didn’t want the music to end. Finally it did, and they slowly walked back to the table where Hannah was chatting with Josh, who’d joined them.

      “How did you learn to dance like that?” Maggie asked.

      “My sister Caitlyn was into dance and needed a practice partner. So, I got drafted.”

      “Well, that was amazing and so fun!”

      He grinned. “It was, wasn’t it?”

      They sat back down at the table and Maggie noticed that Josh’s eyes were stormy.

      “Charlie, feel like taking a walk? I want to get some air.” Josh was tapping his leg nervously and looked agitated.

      “Sure.” He glanced at his sister and Maggie. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Once they were out of earshot, Maggie looked at Hannah. “I wonder what’s wrong with Josh. He seems upset about something.”

      Hannah hesitated, then carefully asked. “How interested are you in Josh?”

      “I’m not. I mean, he’s a great guy, but he’s not the one for me.”

      “Okay, good. I didn’t want to say anything if you did have hopes in that direction. His ex-girlfriend is here.”

      “Liz?”

      “Yes. He tried to talk to her, but she gave him the cold shoulder. She’s here with her friends, and she told him that she didn’t want to go back to the way things were. That’s what he proposed, evidently.” Hannah shook her head in disgust.

      “So, he’s upset because he didn’t get his way. She didn’t fall back into his arms.”

      “No. Luckily, she’s here with her friends. And she held strong. Maybe he’ll come to his senses, hopefully before it’s too late.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Charlie and a calmer Josh returned. Josh was distracted and quiet, and when Hannah yawned, Charlie asked if everyone was ready to head home. They all agreed and headed out to the limo that was parked outside waiting for them.

      Josh was more subdued on the way home, but he perked up after a bit and had them laughing for the rest of the way. When they reached Maggie’s condo, he jumped out and walked her to the door. And he apologized for his bad mood.

      “I’m sorry I was such a grump earlier. It had nothing to do with you. I hope you had a good time tonight?”

      “I did. I had a lot of fun getting to know Charlie’s sister.”

      He smiled. “Hannah’s a great girl. Have a good night, Maggie.” He pulled her in for a hug and dropped a kiss on her forehead. Maggie smiled. It was a friendly kiss and it was over in a second. Which suited her just fine.

      “Goodnight, Josh, and thank you.”
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      Charlie and Hannah slept in the next morning, and were just up and sleepily enjoying their first cup of coffee when their mother knocked and two seconds later, let herself in the front door. Charlie went to get up, but his mother waved for him to sit back down.

      “I’ll pour myself a cup and join you. Here are the blueberry muffins. They’re fresh out of the oven.” She hugged each of her children, then set a plastic container between them on the island, helped herself to some coffee and joined them.

      “Help yourself. There’s a few paper napkins in there, too, since your brother never keeps a proper napkin in the house. Paper towels are not the same.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Charlie opened the container and handed out the muffins. They were bursting with blueberries and still warm, as his mother had said.

      “So, tell me all about this Spinazolla thing. Did you have a good time?”

      “We did.” Charlie told her all about it, and she shook her head over Josh’s foolishness. Charlie was tempted to tell her about the ring that Josh had stashed away, but he’d been told that in confidence, so he kept quiet and hoped that soon enough, he’d be able to share that part of the story, too.

      “I’ve heard so much about this Maggie lately. Maybe it’s time for you to take her out?” his mother suggested.

      “I agree completely,” Hannah agreed. “I think they’re both smitten with each other.”

      Charlie laughed at the absurd suggestion that Maggie was ‘smitten’ with him.

      “Well, I’m definitely smitten and have been for sometime. I always looked forward to Maggie’s weekly calls. We always chatted about much more than just her order. I will ask her out, when the timing is right.” He took a sip of coffee and glanced at his sister. “Enough about me and Maggie. Hannah has some big news to share.”

      “Oh? What is it, honey? Are you expanding your tour? Releasing a new album soon?”

      “Not quite. I’m going to come off the road for a while, and I’ve put my Nashville house on the market. I’m moving home to Quinn Valley.”

      His mother’s face lit up like a Christmas tree being plugged in. “Hannah, that’s the best news you could possibly give me. Well, other than that you’re engaged or making me a grandmother.” She cocked her head and studied her daughter. “Neither of those things are happening too, are they?”

      Hannah almost spit out her coffee. “No! I’m not dating anyone and babies are far, far down the road.”

      Their mother looked both relieved and a bit disappointed. “Well, it’s marvelous that you’re moving home. Will you still be able to have the same career from here? I know how much you love your music.”

      “It’s going to change a little, but hopefully in a good way. I’m tired of all the traveling. And it never gets easier stepping onto the stage. It terrifies me every time. I should be able to do an occasional show, hopefully, if people don’t forget about me. That is a possibility I suppose. But, it’s one I’ve considered, and I’m okay with it.”

      “You won’t be forgotten,” Charlie assured her. “If anything, touring less often should make your appearances even more in demand.”

      “Maybe. I hope so!” She told her mother the rest of her plans, about the classes she planned to teach and the events she hoped to hold at Quinn’s hotel.

      “Hannah will turn Quinn Valley into the Nashville of Idaho!” Charlie said proudly. He had no doubt that Hannah’s venture would be a success.

      “My head is spinning,” their mother said happily when Hannah finished filling her in. “This is the most marvelous news. When are you thinking you’ll be back?”

      “Not for a few more months. I still need to get the house in Nashville sold and packed up, and meet with my manager to discuss options going forward. He’s not at all happy about this.”

      “Hmmmm. Too bad,” their mother said. Charlie and Hannah both laughed at her tone. Their mother was a force to be reckoned with when she wanted something done.

      “What’s new with you, Mom? How’ve you been? Charlie and I have been hogging the conversation.”

      “Oh, I’m not nearly as interesting as the two of you, but I have been getting out some lately. Spreading my wings, you’ll both be glad to know.” Charlie couldn’t help but notice that his mother looked better than he’d seen her in years. She was well-rested and had a rosy glow about her that wasn’t just makeup.

      “I’ve been going to that new, fancy gym. The one you got me the membership to, Charlie. As you know, I wasn’t too keen on it at first, but it’s grown on me. The water aerobics class is fun, and I’m feeling more fit. I’ve lost a few pounds. And I’ve met the most interesting people there. They’re very friendly. One in particular…”
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      “Our mother is dating now,” Hannah told Maggie as they ate dinner with Charlie at O’Shea’s. Although the food was pretty good, O’Shea’s was more of a pub than a restaurant like Quinn‘s. Ivy was due to sing her first set soon.

      “That’s wonderful, isn’t it?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes! I think it is. Charlie does, too, right?”

      Charlie didn’t look as enthusiastic. “Yes, as long as the guys are decent. Mom’s out of practice. I worry a little that she could be taken advantage of,” he admitted.

      “She’s more savvy than you know,” Hannah said. “And she seems excited, so I think it’s a good thing. She was a hermit for years after our father died. It’s nice to see her finally coming out of her shell. The gym membership was a great idea, Charlie.”

      “Have you talked to Josh? Has he talked to Liz yet?” Maggie wondered.

      “I haven’t heard anything. I think Josh will get there, in his own time.”

      “Charlie says that you bartend and are a co-owner at Quinn’s. Do you love it? Do you have to work every night?” Hannah asked and then immediately apologized. “Sorry for all the questions. I’m just so curious. I’ve never worked in a restaurant. It looks like hard work.”

      “It is,” Maggie assured her. “But I do love it. We’ve grown up working in the restaurant. And both Ryder and I majored in business in college, which has been helpful. I make my own schedule, but as you can imagine, it’s a lot of hours. I’m there almost every day, but never on Sunday. And I mix it up. I usually work the lunch shift on Monday, then Tuesday and Wednesday night. The rest of the week varies depending on what’s going on.”

      “And Ivy works there, too?” Hannah asked.

      “She does. She waitresses.”

      “It looks like she’s coming on now,” Charlie said as Ivy stepped up to the mic.

      Maggie was proud of her sister as she sang song after song. She was getting so good and more comfortable in front of a crowd than she used to be. When she finished her set, she came over to see them.

      “I didn’t know you were coming in,” she said to Maggie and then realized who was there with her. Her jaw dropped. “Hannah. I’m such a fan.”

      Hannah smiled. “Thank you. But I’m a fan, too. You were wonderful.” Ivy sat, and she and Hannah chatted non-stop about music until it was time for her next set.

      “Your sister really is good. And this is just a hobby for her? She seems pretty serious about it.”

      “It’s just a fun hobby for her now. She gave up on her Nashville dreams when she was eighteen, due to an audition on a reality TV show.”

      “Oh, that was her? I remember,” Hannah said.

      “How long are you in town for?” Maggie asked. She and Hannah had become fast friends and she hated to see her leave. But, she was happy that she planned to return on a more permanent basis.

      “My flight out is tomorrow. But I’ll be back for a house-hunting trip soon. I hope that I’ll see you both then.”

      “Definitely.” Charlie and Maggie both spoke at the same time and laughed.

      Maggie liked Hannah almost as much as she liked her brother. She glanced at Charlie. He was listening to the music, but when he saw her looking his way, their eyes met, and he smiled. She felt a strong sense of contentment, that she was exactly where she was supposed to be. She knew, deep in her soul, that Charlie was the one for her. Now, if he’d just ask her out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Who were you just talking to?” Ryder looked at his sister with a funny expression. It was Monday morning, a few minutes past eleven and he and Bethany had walked over to the bar as Maggie was finishing up her call.

      “Just my weekly call to Charlie to place my order,” she said happily. She was in the best mood ever, for a Monday.

      “So you two are finally dating, then? It’s about time.” Ryder said.

      Maggie looked at her brother in surprise. “We’re not dating. Not yet anyway. We’re just friends. I met his sister, Hannah this weekend. We all went to Spinazolla together.”

      “Well, if you’re not dating, you should be. You look all dreamy-eyed when you talk to him, or even when you say his name.”

      “Leave your sister alone,” Bethany said. But then she grinned. “It is true, though.”

      “It’s totally true,” Ivy added as she slid onto a barstool and started wrapping silverware sets into napkins. “They came to see me sing last night and if I didn’t know better, I would have guessed that Maggie and Charlie were an old married couple. Although, maybe married couples don’t smile at each other quite that much.”

      “It’s really that obvious?” Maggie was a little horrified, considering that she and Charlie had yet to go on a real date.

      Bethany and Ivy both nodded. “You look cute together,” Ivy said.

      “Are you both going to Gram’s tonight?” Maggie changed the subject.

      “I’m not. I’m meeting up with some friends downtown,” Ivy said.

      “I’ll be there. I’m looking forward to it. I’m debating what to make. What do you think? Buffalo Chicken Mac and Cheese or meatballs in sauce?”

      “I’ve never had Buffalo Chicken Mac and Cheese. That sounds interesting,” Maggie said.

      “I’ve never had it either, but it seems like it might be good. If I make it, you’ll all be my guinea pigs. And if it works, we’ll try it as a lunch special.”

      “Sounds good.” Maggie looked up as the front door opened and a party of women came in for lunch. It was time to get to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie carried a big bowl of salad into her grandmother’s kitchen. She’d called earlier to tell her what she was planning to bring. Bethany’s creamy pasta dish was rich, comfort food, so Maggie thought her kitchen sink salad would go well with it. It was just a bowl of mixed greens topped with everything she could find in her kitchen that seemed interesting—three bean salad, chick peas, chopped tomato, peppers and onions, sliced canned artichokes and steamed asparagus. She tossed it all with Italian dressing and sprinkled a bit of parmesan cheese over the top.

      All the usual suspects were gathered in her grandmother’s kitchen. The ladies who had all been at the gala, as well as Maggie’s mother, several aunts, and cousins. Bethany was there too, taking her casserole dish out of the oven. It was browned and bubbling and smelled incredible.

      Her grandmother came over to greet her. “There you are! And just in time.” She took the salad and set it on the counter, by a giant loaf of crusty bread and a platter of cheese and crackers.

      “Time to eat! Everyone help themselves,” she announced.

      Over dinner, her grandmother told everyone how marvelous the Spinazolla event had been and then embarrassed Maggie by raving about her dancing with Charlie.

      “The two of you looked like you’d been dancing together for years. Almost Dancing with the Stars worthy.” Her friends all nodded in agreement. “So, is there anything we need to know yet about you and Charlie?” her grandmother and her friends leaned in closely.

      “There is no ‘me and Charlie’, Grams. I was there with Josh, and Charlie brought his sister, Hannah.”

      “Hmmmm. Well, you should work on that. A man who can dance like Charlie won’t stay on the market long,” her grandmother warned.

      Maggie smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      

      Later, during one of the commercial breaks, Maggie joined Bethany and Robyn in the kitchen so they could chat without disturbing the others and so Bethany could have dessert. Maggie watched in amusement as Bethany put a fudge brownie on a plate and smothered it with a giant scoop of strawberry ice-cream.

      “Want some?” she asked before putting the ice-cream back in the freezer. Maggie and Robyn both shook their heads no.

      “I was hoping Katie would be here tonight,” Maggie said. “I drove by her house the other night, on the way to Lewiston, and I saw that car you mentioned.”

      “The black sports car?” Robyn asked.

      Maggie nodded. “Has anyone talked to her?”

      “I’ve left her a few messages but we haven’t connected yet,” Robyn said. “If I hear anything I’ll let you know. How are you feeling, Bethany? Is your back better?”

      “Yes. My appetite has kicked in, though. I’m always hungry.  Ryder’s been good about keeping me well fed, though.”

      “He seems so excited about the baby,” Maggie said. “He keeps a copy of your ultrasound picture in his wallet. He was showing it off to me earlier today.”

      Bethany laughed. “He is excited. And willing to give me nightly foot rubs. Being pregnant isn’t so bad.”

      “Do you want kids, Maggie?” Robyn asked.

      “When I was a kid, I thought I’d have four kids by the time I was thirty-five. Now I can’t imagine having that many, but I think I’d like at least one or two. I suppose I should find someone to have them with first?” She laughed, but it was interesting how the thought had crossed her mind recently. Ever since Bethany and Ryder announced that they were expecting, Maggie started noticing babies everywhere, and wondering if it would actually ever happen for her.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie was sitting in her kitchen Tuesday afternoon, painting her toenails a pretty shade of coral when her phone rang and she was surprised to see that it was Charlie. She had the afternoon off and didn’t have to be into work for another few hours. It wasn’t like him to call her this time of day and she’d just called her weekly order in the day before.

      “Hi, Charlie.”

      “Hey, Maggie, sorry to bother you. But I remembered that you’re off today and I wasn’t sure who else to call. I know that you’ve had cats.” He sounded anxious and Maggie hadn’t a clue what he was calling about.

      “What’s going on, Charlie?”

      “It’s Tank. I put one of those cat doors in a few months ago, so he could get into the basement when it got cold out, but he never used it, until now. And it turns out that he is a she and just had a litter of kittens in my basement. I’m not sure what I should do, if anything.”

      “Kittens? What’s your address? I’ll be right over.”

      Maggie jotted down Charlie’s address, then jumped in her car and drove to Paw’s, the pet shop on Main St. She stocked up on wet cat food, bought a litter box and some litter and a soft fleece blanket. She figured Charlie would have some old towels they could use, too.

      She put his address in the GPS of her white Honda Civic and arrived at Charlie’s house twelve minutes later. He heard her pull into the driveway and opened the front door as she walked towards it, carrying the bag of pet stuff. He took it from her and glanced inside it.

      “Thanks for coming. What is all this?”

      “Everything I could think of that you might need. Tank might not be up for leaving her babies anytime soon. So you’ll need food, and a litter box. Do you have any old towels we can put down around them? I picked up a soft fleece blanket for them to snuggle on, too.”

      “This is great. I didn’t think of any of this. Do you want to go see them?”

      Maggie nodded and quietly followed Charlie into the basement. It was mostly empty except for a few big plastic storage containers and in one of them, a giant brown and white cat lay with six or maybe seven kittens clamped onto her, trying to nurse.

      “Aw. They’re so tiny. And their mother looks exhausted.”

      “She does.” Charlie set up the litter box in a corner and went back upstairs and returned a minute later with two bowls, one filled with water and the other for the wet food. He also had a stack of old towels that he laid around Tank, along with the fluffy, fleece blanket. Tank rubbed her cheek against the blanket and purred. Charlie reached down, and lightly petted her head and scratched behind her ears. “You did well,” he told her as she purred even louder.

      Tank’s eyes grew heavy and soon she was sound asleep, while her kittens continued to nurse. Charlie and Maggie watched for a few minutes reluctant to leave them. When one of the kittens rolled away, Tank woke immediately to check on her baby and nudged it back into place.

      “I think she has things under control,” Charlie said.

      “I can’t get over how tiny they are.” The kittens were the size of mice. Squirmy, damp mice with eyes that were almost completely shut. They were so helpless looking. “It’s hard to believe that they’ll soon be running around.”

      “You sure you don’t want a kitten? You’ll have your pick to choose from!”

      “Maybe it’s a sign that I should take one,” Maggie agreed.

      “I don’t think that it will be hard to find homes for them. I’ll spread the word. There’s always the shelter, but I’ve heard kittens are always in demand. Do you have time for a cup of coffee before you head into work?”

      “Sure.” Maggie followed him upstairs and into the kitchen. It was a sunny room, with lots of natural light steaming in through oversized windows. She liked the big center island and the creamy off-white cabinets and her jaw dropped when she saw that his counter tops were made of honed Calcutta marble. She ran a finger lightly across the smooth surface. It was absolutely gorgeous—mostly white with streaks of ash and gold running through it.

      “This is exactly what I dreamed of doing in my kitchen. I’ve always wanted marble, but everyone says it’s not practical.”

      “Oh, it’s not. I was a little worried about that when I had it built, but my contractor said it would be fine as long as I kept wine away from it and wiped up any spills immediately. So far, so good.” He grinned as he handed Maggie a mug of hot coffee.

      “I have cream and sugar if you need it.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t use either.” Maggie watched with amusement as Charlie dumped at least four sugars into his coffee and gave it a stir. They sat at the kitchen island and sipped their coffees. Charlie looked like he had something on his mind, but they chatted about nothing in particular until Maggie finished her coffee and reluctantly realized she needed to head into work.

      She stood and put her empty mug in the sink. “I should probably go.”

      “Thanks so much for coming. I think I panicked a little. We never had cats growing up, just dogs.”

      “It will be fun to watch them grow. Maybe you’ll want to keep one, too?”

      “The thought crossed my mind. I even considered keeping two, so they’d have a playmate.” Charlie walked Maggie to the front door. He reached to open it and paused. “Before you go. If you’re interested, I’d love to take you out soon, maybe dinner later this week?” The words came out in a rush and took Maggie by surprise, in a very good way.

      “I’d love that. I’m off Friday night and of course on Sunday.”

      “Okay, good. I want to talk to Josh first, to give him a head’s up. I’m sure he won’t mind.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll see you soon then.”

      Charlie opened the door and Maggie walked by him on her way out. They were standing so close that she could feel his breath on her face. They both stopped and for a moment, she thought he might kiss her, but then he stepped back to let her pass by and the moment was gone.

      “Bye, Maggie.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Maggie drove off, Charlie grabbed his phone and called Josh. He picked up on the second ring.

      “Josh Winters.” He sounded busy and distracted.

      “Josh, it’s Charlie.”

      “Oh, hey, Charlie. I’m sorry. I’m just swamped and didn’t look at the caller ID. You know how it is. What’s up?”

      “I won’t keep you, just had something I wanted to talk to you about. First of all, have you talked to Liz?”

      “That would be a no. I’ve called Liz twice since Spinazzola. Left her a message each time and haven’t heard back from her yet. Looks like it’s over for real.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. Maybe you should try going to see her?” Charlie suggested.

      “She should answer her phone!” Josh was clearly in a mood. Charlie debated waiting a day or two to talk to him about Maggie. But, he didn’t want to wait any longer.

      “I’d like to ask Maggie out. As long as you don’t have a problem with that?” Charlie asked. His only answer for a very long minute was complete silence. Finally Josh spoke.

      “You want to ask out Maggie? My Maggie?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call her your Maggie. Have you asked her out since Spinazzolla?”

      “Well, no. Not yet. But I was planning on it. Especially since Liz seems to want nothing to do with me. Maggie’s much nicer. And she’s already gone out with me twice. I’d say my chances are pretty good.”

      Charlie sighed. This wasn’t going the way that he’d hoped.

      “So, you don’t want me to go out with Maggie?”

      “Are you serious, Charlie? Of all the women in Quinn Valley, you want to go out with her? Your timing really stinks. I’m not ready to give up on Maggie yet. Can you find someone else? Please?” He sounded annoyed and spoiling for a fight and Charlie wasn’t up for it. He could tell that Josh was in a mood and it wouldn’t go well.

      “All right. I’ll back off. For now. Let me know if anything changes.”

      “I wouldn’t hold your breath on that.”

      Charlie ended the call and sat fuming for almost ten minutes. Finally, he decided to go for a run and burn off the anger and frustration that was coursing through him. The last thing he felt like doing was calling Maggie and canceling their date. But he didn’t see that he had another choice.

      

      He called her the next afternoon, and she sounded happy to hear from him.

      “Hi, Charlie! I’m looking forward to our date this weekend. Did you want to go out Friday night or Sunday?”

      Charlie sighed. “I wish we could go out Friday night. But I have some frustrating news. I called Josh after you left, to let him know that I wanted to see you and well, he didn’t take it well.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “That Josh is going through something right now. He’s not himself. This thing with Liz is wearing on him.”

      “The ‘thing’ with Liz is entirely his fault and he could clear it up immediately if he just talked to her.”

      “I agree, but she’s not taking his calls at the moment.”

      “And until she does, he won’t let you date me? That’s silly.”

      “It is. But Josh is my best friend and he’s hurting right now. I just don’t want to make things worse for him. You have no idea how badly I want to take you to dinner. But I think we need to wait a little until this works itself out or dies down. He’ll come to his senses soon.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, I suppose.”

      “Okay. But, if he calls me again I am not going out with him!”

      “I would hope not!” Charlie laughed, then added softly. “I’m really sorry about this Maggie.”

      “It’s all right. You’re just being a good friend.”

      “I’ll keep you posted.”
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      “So, you haven’t heard from Josh, or Charlie, and Josh won’t allow Charlie to ask you out?” Bethany dipped her spoon into a big bowl of strawberry ice cream and shook her head at the ridiculousness of the situation.

      “That’s about the gist of it,” Maggie said. It was Friday afternoon and she and Bethany were sitting in the back room, while Maggie counted the money in her drawer to make a deposit. They were both almost done for the day. Bethany was just waiting for Ryder to finish up and then the two of them were going home to shower and head out for their regular Friday date night.

      The weekend stretched out in front of her, long and empty. She’d been looking forward to seeing Charlie Friday night but now she was going to be staying home alone.

      “I don’t even have a cat to keep me company,” she complained. She was feeling pretty sorry for herself.

      “Well, that’s dramatic. You have loads of friends. Is no one around to go out with tonight?” Bethany asked.

      “Oh, probably. I’m just not feeling up to going out with the girls tonight. I’m tired and I want a long, hot bath, a good book and some of that ice cream.”

      “That sounds like a pretty good night to me,” Bethany said.

      “It doesn’t sound too bad, actually. It’s just not what I originally had in mind. I was really looking forward to seeing Charlie.”

      “I know you were.” Bethany’s eyes were sympathetic and Maggie felt her own eyes water. She was feeling so emotional. It was silly. She tried to push the sad feelings aside and to think of something positive instead.

      “There’s a new romantic comedy that just opened today. Do you maybe want to catch a matinee on Sunday?” Maggie knew that Bethany shared her love for fun, romantic movies.

      “I’d love to.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie was in a mood Monday morning when she strolled into Quinn’s for her lunch shift. Her mother was already there, making the coffee and setting out a plate of hideously green muffins. They did not look appetizing. Maggie helped herself to coffee and ignored the muffins.

      “Oh, you have to try one,” her mother urged. “It’s a new recipe. Pistachio, like the ones we liked from the bakery. I think they came out good.”

      Bethany was sitting at the bar, making notes on her food order for the week. She took a bite of a muffin and looked like she was in heaven.

      “See, Bethany likes them,” her mother said.

      “Bethany likes everything right now,” Maggie laughed.

      “It’s true. I do,” Bethany agreed. “These are very good, though.”

      To appease her mother, and because she knew she’d never let up until she tried one, Maggie took a muffin and ripped a chunk off and ate it. She knew that she was in a bad mood because it actually made her mad that the muffin was good.

      It had just been a long weekend. Even though Friday night had been relaxing, she couldn’t help thinking more than once that she could have been spending it with Charlie if he’d been firmer with Josh. She understood. She just didn’t like it.

      As soon as she finished her muffin and waved good bye to her mother as she went off to run errands, Maggie picked up the phone to call Charlie and put her weekly order in.  He answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, Maggie, it’s great to hear your voice. Did you have a good weekend?”

      “Hi, Charlie. It was fine.” Her tone was short and she couldn’t seem to keep her frustration out of her voice. “Are you ready for my order?”

      “Of course. Whenever you’re ready.”

      Ten minutes later, they were done discussing her order and the conversation suddenly halted. There was an awkward moment of silence before Maggie asked, “How are Tank and the kittens?”

      “Oh, they’re good! They’re already getting bigger.”

      “That’s great.” She paused for a moment then asked the question she needed to know. “Have you talked to Josh? Has anything changed with Liz?”

      There was a long moment of silence before Charlie spoke. “I haven’t heard from him.”

      “I see. Well, I have to get going. Goodbye, Charlie.” Maggie hung up the phone and sighed. Time to focus on work.

      

      Charlie couldn’t relax after his call with Maggie. The frustration in her voice echoed his own and it had only grown worse after what had been a very long weekend. One he’d hoped to spend with Maggie. He’d thought for sure that he would have heard from Josh by now. He entered Maggie’s order in the system and decided to take matters into his own hands. He was tired of waiting.

      He drove downtown, to Josh’s posh office and greeted Estelle, Josh’s receptionist, warmly. She was about his mother’s age, and she was always elegantly dressed with her hair curled and a double strand of pearls over a cashmere sweater.

      “Any chance I could steal ten minutes from Josh’s schedule?”

      She glanced at her computer screen. “He just hung up a call and doesn’t have anything for another twenty minutes. You can go on in."

      Charlie tapped lightly on his office door, that was slightly ajar and then walked in. Josh looked up in surprise when he saw him.

      “Hey, there. What are you doing downtown? Is everything all right?”

      “Everything is fine, or at least it will be. We need to talk about Maggie.”

      Josh scowled. “I thought we already did.”

      “No, I told you what I wanted to do, out of courtesy since you’re my best friend. But you’re not serious about Maggie. There is absolutely no reason why I can’t ask her out. Except that you don’t want me to because you’re miserable about Liz. What have you done about that?”

      “I’ve called her and left messages. I don’t know what else you think I should do.”

      “Do I really have to spell it out for you?” Charlie asked. And because Josh stayed silent, Charlie told him what he thought he should do.

      “You really think that will work?”

      “Probably. Maybe not. You’ll never know, though, until you try. She’s worth it right?”

      “Of course she is,” Josh snapped.

      Charlie grinned. “Well, then, take action. Go see her tonight and call me after.”

      “All right. I will. And Charlie, I’m sorry. I’ve been so wrapped up in myself that I didn’t realize how interested you were in Maggie.  It must be pretty serious if you came all the way down here to see me. You have my blessing and good luck.”

      “Thanks. And good luck to you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlie called Maggie as soon as he walked outside. She sounded surprised when she answered the call.

      “Hi, Charlie. Did I forget to order something?”

      “No, I don’t think so. But I just wanted to let you know I just left Josh’s office and told him that I’m going to ask you out and he needs to be okay with it because it doesn’t matter what he wants anymore.”

      “You really did that?”

      “I did. Is our schedule the same this week as it was last week?”

      “It is.”

      “Would you like to have dinner with me Friday night?”

      “I would like that very much.”
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      Maggie’s mood improved instantly and she spent the rest of the week in eager anticipation for Friday night.  She went shopping Thursday afternoon before work and bought a pretty new white and gray sweater to wear with her favorite jeans and bright pink cowboy boots. She was ready when Charlie came by at six thirty to pick her up.

      When she opened the door, he stood there, smiling and holding a bouquet of vividly-colored wildflowers in a clear glass vase. He handed them to her.

      “I saw these, and they reminded me of you. I thought they were beautiful.”

      “They are. How thoughtful. Thank you.” She took the flowers and set them on the counter, then grabbed her purse and went to walk out the door. But Charlie took her hand and pulled her toward him.

      “Before we go, there’s something I’ve been wanting to do for a while. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Maggie caught her breath as Charlie leaned and his lips lightly touched hers. The kiss caught her by surprise and was even better than she’d imagined.

      “I had to do that,” he said a moment later.

      “I didn’t mind,” she assured him.

      He took her to Mamma Mia’s in Riston, the next town over. Maggie had been there before, but not for a long time. It was better than she remembered. The service and the food was amazing, and she and Charlie talked and laughed all through dinner.

      “I can’t believe that Josh actually bought a ring after his first date with Liz. And held onto it for so long. What made him wait do you think?”

      “Fear of change, maybe? Things were going so well with Liz that I think he was just afraid to mess with it. But he finally came to his senses, went to her house, apologized profusely for being such an idiot and then showed her the ring. She burst into tears when he told her how long he’d had it. And then she said yes.”

      “I’m so glad, for both of them.”

      Charlie looked over at Maggie. “I don’t want to wait three years.”

      Maggie’s heart skipped a beat. Was Charlie already thinking about marriage?

      “Three years is a long time,” she agreed.

      “I’ve only ever loved one other person. And we pretty much knew right away. I didn’t think I’d find that kind of connection again. But I feel like we might have that. We talked on the phone for a long time before we met, and I feel like we really got to know each other. I never spent that much time taking anyone else’s order.”

      Maggie laughed. “I might be jealous if you did.”

      Charlie looked deeply into her eyes.

      “Do you think it’s possible to fall in love over the phone? Because I think I was head over heels before we actually met.”

      “You kept rescheduling our lunch meeting, so I wasn’t sure what to think. I suggested it because I was falling in love with you, too. I didn’t really want to date anyone else. You have a mesmerizing voice. I wanted to stay on the phone longer just to listen to you talk and it was more than your voice, it was you.”

      “I rescheduled our lunch meeting because I was worried that you wouldn’t be interested once you met me in person. I don’t look like Josh.”

      Maggie reached out and took his hand. “I’m not attracted to Josh. He’s handsome, but he’s not you. He doesn’t have your eyes, your smile, your soul.”

      “If it wasn’t entirely crazy, I’d propose to you now and suggest we run off to Vegas to get married. But I don’t think either of us is that crazy? Are we?”

      “It’s tempting, but no. I don’t think we are.”

      “I don’t want to wait long, though. Is two months long enough?”

      “That seems like a respectable time to me.”

      “Two months it is, then. If things are still going well, we can get engaged, elope, do whatever feels right.”

      “That sounds quite sensible to me.”

      “So, how’s this, then. Let’s make a toast?” Charlie lifted his glass. “To almost being in love.”

      “We’re so close!” They tapped glasses, and Maggie dipped her fork into the oversized cannoli that they were sharing for dessert and took a bite. It had been an absolutely perfect night.
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        * * *

      

      Six weeks later

      Maggie arrived at Charlie’s house Sunday afternoon. They were planning an afternoon of playing with the kittens and watching movies. She couldn’t believe how big the kittens were and how lively. They were into everything.

      “That’s their latest game,” Charlie said as two of them tried to climb up the drapes in his living room.

      “Have you decided which one you want yet?” The kittens were almost eight weeks old, the age that would be safe for them to be adopted.

      “I’m not sure. I keep going back and forth between the big black one or the wild gray one. I’ll probably end up keeping both. What about you?”

      “The littlest one, I think.” The runt of the litter was three quarters the size of the others and seemed drawn to Maggie. The little kitten liked to snuggle in the crook of her neck. Maggie didn’t mind, except that when she relaxed the kitten’s purr was so loud. It was hard to figure how such a loud sound came from such a tiny animal.

      They had plans to meet up with Josh and Liz later on for dinner downtown. But until then, they enjoyed being lazy on Charlie’s plush black leather sofa and having a movie marathon. After they watched two films back to back, Charlie eased himself up and went into the kitchen. Maggie heard a familiar popping sound and smiled when he returned holding two flutes of bubbly champagne. He handed one to her and she raised her eyebrows.

      “What’s the occasion?”

      “It’s been six weeks since our first official date and exactly two months since we first met in-person.”

      “Oh!” Maggie’s jaw dropped as Charlie got on one knee and pulled a small velvet box out of his pocket.

      “I’m all the way in love with you now, Maggie Quinn. My feelings get deeper and stronger for you every day, and I don’t want to wait any longer. Will you marry me?” He opened the box and a gorgeous, cushion-cut diamond sparkled.

      Maggie didn’t have to think about it. “I was almost all the way in love with you before we even met. I think I was just about there on our first date, but there’s no doubt that I’m all the way there now. I love you, Charlie Keane. Let’s get married.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed Maggie and Charlie’s story! If you’d like to receive an email when my next book is released please join my mailing list.

      Next up is my new series, The Nantucket Inn.

      Click here to read the blurb and to preorder. It will be released on Friday, April 19th.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt—Six Months in Montana

          

        

      

    

    
      This was the first book I published, in November 2013 and the first in my sweet western contemporary series set in a small Montana town. It’s a marriage of convenience story about a meddling grandfather who plays matchmaker in his will—demanding that two childhood friends marry—for at least six months. Here’s an except—and a link at the end to get the book, which is free everywhere. Hope you enjoy!

      

      This is a joke right?” Christian Ford looked at his lawyer and best friend, Travis Jones, in disbelief. Now he understood why Travis had insisted that he come by his office for an official reading of his grandfather's will. “Are you seriously telling me that he changed his will less than a month before he died, and added this condition?”

      “I’d love to tell you I’m kidding, but your grandfather was very clear about what he wanted.” Travis added, “I tried to talk him out of it. Told him you haven’t even seen her in years. But he was insistent, said he ran into her at the market last month. She was home for a quick visit, and they got to chatting.”

      “Doesn’t she live in New York City now?” Christian hadn’t seen, or thought of Molly in years.

      “She does. Works for one of the large hotel chains. Sounds like she’s done pretty well too.”

      “So this makes absolutely no sense then. Her life isn’t here.” Christian glanced around the office, not really seeing the varnished dark wood bookcases, or the view out of the window behind Travis, which overlooked Main Street in Beauville, Montana, a small town just outside Bozeman. Main Street served as the center of town, and most of its small shops and businesses were along this stretch.

      “Your grandfather seemed to think she’d be better off here.”

      “It’s absolutely ridiculous. She’ll never agree to it. Why would she?”

      Travis leaned back in his plush leather chair and picked up the will, shuffling the pages until he found the passage he was looking for.

      “Well, you just have to stay married for six months. She’ll be free to go after that if she wishes, and it might be worth her while.”

      “Have you called her yet?” Christian was having a hard time wrapping his head around this. His grandfather had always marched to his own drum and had had plenty of ideas about how Christian should do things, but he’d never meddled to this extreme before. 

      “I spoke with her briefly yesterday. She’s on her way here, meeting us in an hour at Delancey’s.”

      “We’re not meeting here, in the office?” Delancey’s was the best restaurant in the area.

      “Given the situation, I thought the least we could do is buy her dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Molly Bishop was tired and annoyed, though admittedly curious. It had already been a long day. She'd juggled her schedule a bit, going in to work earlier so she could duck out and catch a four o'clock flight. She made it, just barely, and it was an hour into the flight before she felt herself finally starting to relax. With the two-hour time difference between New York and Montana, she'd just about make it to dinner by seven. She'd also arranged for someone to fill in for her tomorrow and, truth be told, she could use this short break. Molly loved her job as assistant general manager at the Clarendon Hotel in Manhattan, but on a good day it was stressful, and lately there had been more fires than usual that had needed to be put out.

      The hotel was an impressive one, but it was old and badly in need of renovating. In the past few months that had become painfully evident, as one major breakdown after another had needed attending to: the water heater had burst in the basement, creating a huge mess; two stoves in the kitchen had stopped working in the same week and, most damning of all, a famous reviewer had described the Clarendon online as 'old and drab, like a beautiful woman who is unfortunately showing her age'.

      Molly thrived on the pace and excitement of running a top hotel in New York City. The energy there was like nowhere else. Things were always happening, and she was right in the middle of it, making sure that everyone who stayed at The Clarendon was well taken care of. That was noted in the same critical review: ‘Though the hotel is desperately in need of a face lift, their standard of service remains as excellent as ever’.

      Molly put a copy of the review in her scrapbook and had high hopes for her own career review next week. She was overdue for a promotion to general manager, the dream job she had been working toward for years, and it felt like it was finally about to happen. Obviously, it couldn't take place unless there was an opening for her to move into, but the current GM had been with the organization for seven years, a long time in the hotel world, and Molly hadn't been able to help but notice that Paul had recently been in several hush-hush meetings with the hotel’s owners. Change was definitely in the air.

      When the plane landed and Molly stepped outside, she immediately felt the sense of peace that always swept over her when she returned to Montana. As much as she loved New York, Montana still felt like home.  The air here always had a calming effect on her. She tensed up a bit though, as she got into her rental car and started driving toward Beauville. Travis hadn't said much on the phone, just that there was something in Christian Ford's grandfather's will that concerned her, and that they should meet immediately to discuss it.

      She couldn't imagine why Christian's grandfather had thought to include her in his will. When she’d run into him last month at the grocery store, it had been the first time she'd seen him in almost ten years. Once they’d got to talking though, the years had fallen away, and it seemed like only yesterday that she and Christian had been next door neighbors and best friends. They’d even shared a dog. Toby had been a stray that showed up one day and stayed, going back and forth between Molly's house and Christian's. When Molly was just fourteen, her father had died suddenly of a heart attack, and although Uncle Richard, her father's brother, lived in Beauville, her mother had had no other family in the area. They’d moved to New York two months later, to Brooklyn, where her Aunt Betty lived, and it had been decided that Toby would stay with Christian. Once a dog had enjoyed all that Montana could offer, how could he live in the city? It had made perfect sense at the time…But now Molly saw dogs everywhere she went in Manhattan.

      Molly pulled into Delancey's parking lot at a few minutes before seven. It looked like they were doing a good business for a Wednesday night. Delancey's was one of only three restaurants in town and was without question the best. They were known for steak and Molly's stomach rumbled at the thought of it. She'd missed lunch and hadn't eaten on the plane, except for a small bag of pretzels.

      She grabbed her purse and headed into the restaurant. Travis and Christian were already seated at a corner table and waved her over. She recognized Travis immediately, as she'd seen him briefly the last time she was in town. Both her mother and Aunt Betty were living here now. They'd come to visit one of her mother's friends a few years ago, and after just minutes in Montana, Aunt Betty had fallen in love and easily talked her mother into moving back to the area. Aunt Betty loved to entertain and half the town was at her most recent party, including Travis.

      Both men stood when Molly reached the table, and Christian pulled out a chair for her. He held out his hand and said, "Thanks for coming." Molly shook both of their hands before settling into her seat. She was surprised that Christian seemed a little nervous. It had been many years since she'd seen him, and he'd grown into an impressive looking man. He smiled and she caught her breath. He still had the cutest dimples, and when he smiled the effect was devastating. Molly had heard that he'd done very well running his grandfather's business and, over the years, had expanded, so that now he had almost fifty men working for him. She must have imagined that he looked nervous.

      "Christian, I am so sorry for your loss. Your grandfather was a special man."

      "Thank you." They made small talk for a few minutes, as the waiter brought Molly a glass of Cabernet and then they put their orders in. The wine was excellent, rich and smooth, and she'd just taken another sip when Travis got down to business.

      "I figured we might as well get this out of the way first, then we can relax and enjoy our steaks." It seemed as though he was trying to make light of something, which Molly found odd. She'd thought it was sweet that Mr. Ford had thought to include her in his will. It had been wonderful to bump into him last month; he’d been as feisty as ever, even though it had also been clear that he had slowed down quite a bit. Still, Molly never would have guessed that he'd been sick. He’d been ninety-four when he’d died, and had lived well right up until the end, when he’d gone to bed one night and never woken up. She was more than surprised she featured in his will, and imagined he'd left her a small token to remember him by, maybe one of his crystal animals. He’d had quite a collection and Molly had always admired them as a child.

      "As I mentioned on the phone, Mr. Ford thought very highly of you." Travis paused for a moment, glancing at Christian, before turning his attention back to Molly and clearing his throat before continuing. His voice was a little shaky as he continued—Molly had never seen him so flustered. Travis was always so cool and collected. This wasn't like him at all.

      "Yes, so as I was saying, Mr. Ford liked you, quite a bit actually. So much so that he thought it would be a very good idea for you to marry Christian."

      Molly almost spat out her wine. "What?" By the look on Christian's face, he didn't look too happy about the idea either. "I don't understand."

      "After Mr. Ford ran into you, he stopped by my office the next day and added a provision to his will, a condition under which Christian will only inherit the Ford ranch if the two of you get married immediately."

      Molly was speechless. No wonder Travis was a little flustered. If he didn't look so uncomfortable, she'd wonder if he was joking, but it was obvious that he was quite serious.

      "This is ridiculous. Why would he do this?"

      Travis looked at Christian, who then explained, "My grandfather approved of almost everything I've done, except when it came to dating. I haven't really been serious about anyone in years, and he wasn’t thrilled about the ones I have dated. He'd been after me for a long time to settle down. I told him that you can't rush these things, but truthfully I have no interest in getting married and he knew it."

      "Okay, but why me? No offense, but why on earth would I agree to this? You both know I live and work in Manhattan. My life isn't here."

      "He always liked you, and knew we used to get along."

      "We were just kids." Molly protested.

      Travis jumped in to further explain, "It's really not that bad. You just have to stay married for six months. If you both want out after that, there's no problem."

      "Yes, but even if I were open to doing this, I couldn't. I have a job and an apartment clear across the country. Unless a long-distance marriage would be okay?" It was a lame attempt at humor on her part, a way to lighten the mood. The whole thing was too surreal.

      "No, that wouldn't work." Travis pulled the will from a manila folder and flipped to the last page, where the terms of this arrangement were apparently detailed. "According to his instructions, you need to marry within the month, and live together as husband and wife for at least six months after that."

      "He was quite the matchmaker. This is obviously not at all what I expected. I was thinking, maybe, one of his little crystals to remember him by."

      "I know this is a lot to take in," Travis sympathized.

      "It's flattering that he thought so highly of me, but it's a bit puzzling too. Honestly, you don't expect me to really do this? I'm sorry, but it just doesn't make sense for me. I'm not in a position to put my life on hold for the next six months."

      "I understand," Christian said. "I don't blame you at all."

      The waiter arrived with their steaks, and Christian immediately cut into his and started eating. Travis didn't.

      "There's more to this. What you decide to do could affect others."

      Molly's steak was delicious, but this remark caused her to put her fork down and pay closer attention, as Travis continued.

      "The Ford Ranch employs nearly sixty men, all locals, most of whom have families here. I believe your Uncle Richard is among them. There is a sizable bank account that goes with the ranch and there's money there for operating costs, payroll and other emergencies. But if Christian doesn't inherit the ranch, he won't have access to the bank account and no way to meet payroll."

      "That's awful!" But something didn't add up here, Molly was under the impression that Christian was a wealthy man. She was about to ask about this, when Christian spoke up, almost as if he knew what she was thinking.

      "Almost all of my money is tied up in the ranch." He explained. "Just this past year, I took out a personal line of credit to expand and improve the main house, where I live. I'm maxed out."

      "But surely the business has a line of credit?" Molly asked. The look on Christian's face tugged at her emotions and her first instinct was to help, but how could she? It was really too much to take in.

      "The bank won't approve releasing additional funds until the matter of ownership is made clear. And there is a potential buyer." Christian added in a clipped tone.

      "That would be a last resort." Travis explained. "This buyer is known for buying ranches at a deep discount, cutting costs drastically by laying off up to fifty per cent of staff and then reselling a year or two later at a huge profit." He paused for effect before adding, "I don't think I have to tell you that would decimate our town."

      "Why would your grandfather do this to you? To the town?" Molly's memories of Mr. Ford didn't include someone who was this manipulative.

      "He always boasted about being a good judge of character. I think he was counting on you to say yes." Christian looked serious as he added, "You don't have to, though. None of this is your fault. It's not fair that my grandfather expected us to do this, especially you."

      "It's a lot to take in." Molly agreed, and half-heartedly cut into her steak. She'd been so hungry when she arrived here, but now her appetite had vanished.

      "I think he meant well; he was a romantic at heart." Travis said with a smile, obviously trying to lighten the mood.

      "Tell her about the Rose Cottage." Christian shot a look at Travis

      "Right, of course. Mr. Ford didn't expect you to give up everything and get nothing in return. For your trouble, he wanted to compensate you with a piece of land and a house that has been in the family for years. It needs a bit of work, but the location and potential are there."

      "Isn't that…" Molly began, and Christian jumped in to finish, "Yes, it's where my grandfather first lived, when he and my grandmother moved here. They lived there for years, until my grandmother died, about ten years ago. He moved in with me then, at the main house, to be closer to everyone. He said Rose Cottage was too big for one person, but I think he just didn't want to be alone. I enjoyed his company." His voice broke a bit, and Molly's first instinct was to reach out and touch his hand. But before she could do that, he'd already pulled himself together and was cutting into his steak again.

      "When do you need an answer by?" Molly asked. She needed to process this. It was a big decision, and one that would affect other people.

      Travis brightened at this, possibly sensing that Molly might have a hard time saying no. "We can give you a week. We'll need to update the bank on ownership status by then and give an answer to our potential buyer."

      Molly took a final bite of steak and chewed thoroughly before saying anything.

      "I honestly don't know what I am going to do." She looked at both of them. "I'm up for a big promotion, the job I've always wanted. It's a lot to give up."

      "Just think about it," Travis said, while Christian signaled the waiter for the check.

      "Thank you for coming, and for listening." Travis added. "I assume we'll see you at the funeral tomorrow?"

      "Of course. I'll be there."

      Molly drove straight to her mother's house after dinner. Her Aunt Betty and mother were relaxing in the den, sipping a glass of wine and watching the latest episode of The Bachelorette. The two of them were debating whether or not the remaining bachelors were really 'in it for love', or not.

      "Molly is that you?" her mother called out as Molly let herself in. "We're in here. Pour yourself a glass of Merlot and join us."

      Molly did just that and, since she knew they were dying of curiosity, she filled them in on Christian's ‘proposal’. When she’d finished delivering the details, the response she got was not what she expected: absolute silence. After a few long minutes, her mother finally spoke first. "I honestly don't know what to say. I've never heard of such a thing, not in this day and age anyway. Of course you said no, right? You're about to get that promotion you've always wanted, and worked so hard for. Plus, you love New York, right?" Her mother sounded both defiant and wistful at the same time, and Molly knew she'd love to have her living back close to both of them again.

      "Well, I think it sounds like a dream come true!" Aunt Betty exclaimed. "Christian's gorgeous, and it's not like you won't be paid well for the inconvenience. Plus, maybe the old man was right; what if you fall in love? It could happen."

      "Neither one of us is looking to fall in love." Molly corrected. "Not with each other anyway. I mean, I'd love to find Mr. Right someday, but my life is in Manhattan, and Christian made it very clear that he has no interest in marriage, to anyone."

      "So, what are you going to do?" Her mother asked quietly.

      "I have no idea. I have a week to decide."

      "Well, try not to think about it, and just go with your gut, do what feels right." Aunt Betty said, and then couldn't help adding, "But remember, we'd love to have you living nearby again!"

      The next few days flew by but, by Wednesday, Molly still hadn't decided what to do. As she stepped out of her apartment to head to work, she caught her breath at the beauty of the city. The trees along her street were always dressed in a smattering of delicate tiny white lights, and it was still dark enough outside that they were lit and casting a cheery glow on the neighborhood. There was a magical feeling in the air and Molly felt a bit excited for the first time all week. Today was the day of her review and she would hopefully find out about that promotion.
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      Mom’s Blueberry Muffins

      My mother’s special recipe—she used to make a batch almost every Tuesday, her favorite day of the week—when she’d spend the day with my twin nieces, Taylor and Nicole.

      1/2 cup butter

      2 cups flour

      1 1/4 cups sugar

      2 eggs

      1/2 cup milk

      2 tsp baking powder

      1/2 tsp salt

      2 cups blueberries

      2 tsp sugar on top

      

      Cream sugar and butter until fluffy. Add eggs one at a time until blended. Alternately add dry ingredients and milk. Stir in blueberries. Sprinke sugar on top. Grease muffin tins. Makes 12 big muffins.

      

      Bake for 25-30 min at 375.
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