
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Praise for 
 
    Unfinished Business 
 
    An Angela Panther MYSTERY 
 
    "I laughed and I cried...and laughed...and cried...throughout the entire book! This book was so real (yes even with the heroine seeing her mother's ghost) and the emotion in it will stay with me for a long, long time!" 
 
    —Joe Cool Review 
 
    "It definitely touched a chord with anyone who has ever lost a loved one. The writing was strong and the dialogue -- which many people simply cannot write—was terrific." 
 
    —Christie Giraud, editor, Editingpro.com 
 
    "What a fantastic read! I couldn't put it down! I had to keep reading just to see what twist life was going throw out at Angela next!" 
 
    —Chicklit Plus 
 
    "The author has a great sense of humor, even about death, but when the story called for it, she was reverent and empathetic in the way her characters handled each other." 
 
    —Caroline Fardig, Bestselling Author of It's Just a Little Crush 
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     “You’re going to finish that book and enjoy yourself whether you want to or not,” the Inn’s owner, Lou Brinker insisted. “Stan, fetch her bags and bring them up to Serenity for me, will ya?” She offered me the sweetest of smiles, and if I hadn’t just traveled two hours longer than necessary because of a multi-car pile up on Interstate 85 in Atlanta, I probably wouldn’t have noticed, but I did, and it warmed my heart. “You’ll just adore the Serenity Suite, Ms. Barrett. Why, it’s the best room in the Inn, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “It sure is.” Stan Brinker adjusted the brown leather cowboy hat on his head and then tossed two of my bags over his hunched shoulders. He groaned from the effort.  
 
    I leaned in and took the heaviest one from him. “Mr. Brinker, you don’t have to do that. I’ll take this one.”  
 
    He removed his hat and placed it on the credenza in the foyer. “Now, Ms. Barrett, a gentleman never lets a lady carry her own bags.” 
 
    Lou patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t you let him fool ya. We got ourselves a brand new pulley so he doesn’t carry a darned thing up those stairs.”  
 
    Stan blushed. “I still carry a thing or two, but my back ain’t what it used to be. All those years on the farm done me in.”  
 
    Lou rubbed her husband’s back. “It sure did, but if it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have this old house, and it’s a miracle worker, it is.” She led the way up the stairs, and to my suite.  
 
    “She’s right about that.” Stan had dropped my bags on the pulley hidden behind a hallway door in the foyer and followed his wife.  
 
    I did the same. “What do you mean, miracle worker?”  
 
    “See them doors? Outside those is where the good ones happen.” Stan pointed to a set of white, freshly painted French doors swaying in the fall breeze. “Why we’ve had rock stars fall in love out there just as recent as last year.”  
 
    “You’ve had rock stars stay here?”  
 
    “Sure have. Got ourselves a famous one married here just last month.”  
 
    “Is this where Bret Bennett got married?”  
 
    “Sure is,” Stan said.  
 
     Lou waited to unlock my suite, and we stepped through the French doors and onto the porch while Stan removed my bags from the pulley. “It gets a touch chilly up here at night, especially during the fall months like this, so you ought to wear a sweater, but if you play your cards right, you might just catch yourself a shooting star,” Lou said.  
 
     “And this is the miracle spot right here. It’s where Ben, er, uh, Bret and Carly fell in love.” A touch of pink stained Stan’s cheeks again.  
 
    Lou pinched his left cheek. “Ain’t he just the cutest old bug? Getting all romantic like that and blushin’. True love does that to him every time.” 
 
    I hoped one day to have a love like that. A love like Stan and Lou, and Bret and Carly, sweet and kind and written in stone, not the kind I’d just run from that left me damaged and bitter and desperate to hide in the north Georgia mountains for a month to finish writing my romance novel. The romance novel I’d promised my publisher two months before but had yet to finish because my ex-boyfriend, Chad Hart, dumped me for my so-called best friend. True best friends didn’t steal their best friend’s boyfriends—especially ones in their thirties—so I’d been wrong to think Shannon Brennan—officially known as the stealing boyfriend beyotch formally known as Shannon—was ever my best friend.  
 
    “Once you’re settled, you can sit out here and write. We have wireless wifi, and I’ll bring you my special sweet tea and cookies. It’s quiet and pretty, don’t you think?”  
 
    Flower-barren azalea bushes and sugar maples with leaves just at the start of changing colors lined the front walk. The varying stages of color change, some yellow, a few orange and even less a burnt red, were a slow death for the vibrant green leaves of spring and summer. It reminded me of the last few months of my relationship with Chad and of what remained after the break up. The leaves represented my heart; they knew their time was short and that soon they’d fall from the thin strands of life they desperately clung to and crash to the ground, a damaged mess of brokenness, all but dead inside. “It’s beautiful. Writing out here will be perfect.”  
 
    “She’s read all your books. Stays up well past her bedtime to finish ‘em, too.”  
 
    Lou shoved Stan to the side. “You hush, now honey. We don’t want our guest feeling uncomfortable.”  
 
    “It’s okay, really. I appreciate that. It pays the bills to have supportive fans.”  
 
    “Well, if that’s true, then Lou here’s gonna be paying all them bills. She’s a reader, my wife.”  
 
    “Stan Brinker, you’re making me madder than a wet hen. Unless you plan on sleeping in the shed, you better cut it out.”  
 
    Stan’s posture stiffened, and he scooted back through the French doors and to the Serenity suite. 
 
    Lou laughed. “I ought to be careful. I might just scare him to death one a these days.” 
 
    When Stan unlocked the door to my room, I knew I’d just glimpsed Heaven. A moan even escaped my lips. “This is beautiful.” My eyes darted to the antique copper claw-footed tub draped with tea light candles. I rushed to it. “And this…this is exactly what I need. I can already imagine a scene in my book with it.”  
 
    “Oh lawd, we’re gonna be in a book.” Lou swatted her husband on the shoulder. “Heavens, I think I might faint.”  
 
    Stan held his wife close and nuzzled his scruffy gray haired chin into her neck. “Now don’t you go and faint on me sweetheart, I can’t put you on that pulley, and I don’t got enough strength to carry you down those stairs. I’m too old to be doin’ that kinda thing.” 
 
    I tried so hard not to laugh, but I just couldn’t help myself. Lou laughed also, and Stan’s belly giggled until he finally burst into a laugh loud enough to rival the likes of a shopping mall Santa. I wished I could pack the two of them in my suitcase and bring them home with me.  
 
    It took a moment, but I realized I’d just smiled for the first time in weeks. “Thank you for that.”  
 
    Lou squeezed my shoulder. “For what, sweetie?”  
 
    “For the giggle. I most definitely needed that. It’s been a rough few weeks, and I don’t think I’ve had anything to laugh about in a while.”  
 
    “You can’t see what your mind doesn’t want your heart to know,” Stan said. His eyes sparkled. “I guess you’re ready to laugh now.”  
 
    “And that’s what we’re here for, to make your life better. For now though, we’re gonna skedaddle and let you get settled. Once you’re all unpacked, you let us know, and I’ll get you those cookies and sweet tea I told you about.  
 
    I wrapped her in a hug. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”  
 
    She hugged me back, and I nearly cried from the flash of emotion rushing through me.  
 
    Stan smiled. “You need anything, you just give me a holler, you hear?”  
 
    I bent my head and wiped the tear away, hoping they didn’t notice. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He tipped his hat toward me. “Ma’am.” 
 
    I nodded. “Cowboy.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I didn’t write. I didn’t even attempt to summon my romantic muse because I didn’t want to force her into performing without having the chance to kick back and relax first. She and I both needed a day to adjust to our surroundings and get a feel for the place. I did drink Lou’s sweet iced tea, which was fabulous, and eat her infamous cookies, and wow, did they live up to their reputation. I spent most of my time outside those French doors, gazing into the north Georgia mountainside and wondering how I could fix the broken and damaged pieces of my shattered life.  
 
    How I’d let Chad and Shannon ruin my self worth and crush my heart made no sense. Weakness and insecurity weren’t my thing. Strength and confidence, those were traits that occupied my soul, traits that been an inherent part of my genetic makeup until the break up, and I missed them desperately. I wanted, needed them back. I didn’t like the person I’d become, and I needed to find the real Zoe again, if she even existed anymore, and if I could figure out how.  
 
    After dinner I poured myself a glass of champagne, a bottle Lou recommended from their specialty list, set up a fire in the fireplace in the room, and then filled the bathtub with hot water and vanilla scented bubble bath Lou said she’d made herself. It smelled so yummy I could have eaten it. I lit the candles, dimmed the lights, played an instrumental jazz playlist on Spotify and stepped into the tub.  
 
    The bath, the bubbles, both from Lou’s bubble bath and the champagne, and the rest of the set up flooded my mind with memories of the last weekend trip Chad and I spent together on my thirty-first birthday, four months prior. We’d celebrated by spending the weekend at a quaint rental cabin in northern Tennessee, and even though it was June, it was a chilly night. We snuggled together in a black and red plaid blanket on the cabin deck and decided the temperature was perfect to cozy up, naked, in the hot tub. One thing led to another, and it was the best birthday sex I’d ever had.  
 
    Only he was already with Shannon. I just didn’t know it. When I found out, and reminded Shannon about that weekend, she called it pity sex.  
 
    Pity sex.  
 
    I chugged the last of the champagne, the entire bottle emptied in only four glasses, dragged myself out of the tub, dried off and dropped onto the comfy bed. The soft, silky sheets welcomed me like they were my own, and I fell into a fit of tears. Crying and drinking never ended well for me, and I knew I’d feel like I’d been hit by a truck in the morning, but the only difference from the past few months was I’d be hung over. I’d been physically ill every day since they told me they’d fallen in love, so the headache was just the icing on that nasty tasting cake.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I glared at my blank computer screen. Ten chapters of love and agony…Ten chapters of a Hallmark movie with a PG 13 rating, and when I hit the turning point, the very defining moment when my character, Charisma Smythe—an independent, professional woman whose heart had been broken far too many times to count, but finally found true love in the arms of a cowboy, and someone she never imagined she’d be with—I couldn’t write her happily ever after. I couldn’t write it because I couldn’t imagine it. Happily ever after and love no longer existed, at least not in my world, not anymore.  
 
    I’d already had breakfast. The perfect hangover recovery kind; fried eggs, buttered toast slathered with mixed fruit jelly, crispy bacon and skinny waffles, and nothing short of a carafe full of fully caffeinated coffee. I’d walked the grounds, and when I found the creek, I took my time wandering around it. I imagined where Bret and Carly had met, maybe even shared their first kiss. The news reported many of the details about their romance and how it all started at an Inn in north Georgia. Carly had been interviewed in a magazine and said they’d met by a creek, and she’d practically fallen in love with him the moment she met him.  
 
    I wondered if I’d ever fall in love again. I doubted my heart could handle it. There were just too many what if’s.  
 
    What if I fell in love and he didn’t love me back? What if I loved him and he didn’t love me as much as I loved him? What if my love wasn’t enough for him? What if I wasn’t enough?  
 
    What if I stopped feeling sorry for myself and stopped letting Chad and Shannon dictate my self-worth and didn’t give them the satisfaction of determining my happiness and told them to take a hike and just be happy? Wouldn’t that be the best revenge? Yes, Zoe, it would. So why couldn’t I make that happen? I could, and I would, when my heart was ready. It just needed a little time to heal that was all.  
 
    At least I hoped that was all.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was after lunch, and I’d planted myself outside the French doors again, my laptop on my knees and a spiral notebook filled with book notes on the table next to me. Lou brought out an afternoon snack of sweet tea and cookies, and I’d wolfed down the cookies like I hadn’t eaten in months. In my twenties, when in the throes of break up angst, just the thought of food sent my stomach into hangover-like spins of despair, even threatening the reappearance of food from days past. When I’d hit my thirties though, a switch flipped, and instead of an internal organ-induced starvation diet, my body craved food, and it wasn’t particular about its food choice, either. It craved everything. I was like a pregnant woman without the actual pregnancy part. If I saw a man walking down the street with a chilidog loaded with extra onions and a splotch of mustard squeezed onto the top, he’d better hold onto it for dear life because this girl would snatch that sucker up before he’d even had a chance to take his first bite.  
 
    I crumbled up another piece of notebook paper and tossed it onto the ground. That made seven. Seven pieces of discarded notes chucked to the floor, and just like pieces of my heart, useless and meaningless.  
 
    If someone held a gun to my head and told me to write a happy ending or die, I’d ask for a priest to read me my last rites.  
 
    I moved my laptop to the table and paced the length of the porch, back and forth.  
 
    I needed to email my agent and tell her I shouldn’t write romance anymore, and that I should write teenage girl angst novels instead. I’d nail that drama better than Judy Blume did back in the day, because that’s how I acted lately, all drama, all the time. Even I was sick of myself.  
 
    I’d run to hide away in an Inn in the mountains with my tail between my legs. I’d used my novel as an excuse, blamed Chad and Shannon for breaking me, but the truth was, it wasn’t about them, it was about me.  
 
    They loved, and I’d lost. How could I write a happily ever after kind of ending when that bitterness lived inside my soul?  
 
    “Damn it Zoe, you can’t keep doing this. Get a grip.”  
 
    “You always talk to yourself in the third person?” 
 
    I turned around to a man leaning against the opened left French door. He’d crossed his arms over his chest and had a quirky, flirtatious, smirk where the right side of his mouth lifted a little. His head kind of tilted down and to the left, and his eyebrows pushed his forehead up so four lines wrinkled across it—four little, sexy lines. I wouldn’t notice him in a crowd or point him out  as the most attractive, but something about him spoke directly to me loud and clear, and my heart skipped a beat. Apparently, it wasn’t as dead as I’d thought.  
 
    “That makes you look old.”  
 
    “What does?”  
 
    “The way you push your eyebrows up like that.” I pointed to his forehead. “Gives you wrinkles.”  
 
    He wiggled his brows and ran his fingers across the wrinkles. “That kind of thing happens when you’re my age, but thanks for pointing it out.” 
 
    I checked my forehead. “Mine aren’t that bad yet, so you must be older than me.”  
 
    “Wow, two insults in less than a minute. I bet you get a lot of dates.”  
 
    Ouch.  
 
    I rolled back my shoulders and neck and heard three pops. I desperately needed a massage. I picked up my laptop and sat back in the chair, hoping to get back to work and ignore the tall blond giving me the once over. “I’m a little too busy to worry about dating, so if you don’t mind…” 
 
    “Right, Zoe. Got it.”  
 
    “Yes, Zoe.” I pounded my password into my Mac instead of making eye contact with whoever he was. 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    Lou stepped out with another plate of her amazing cookies and a pitcher of ice-cold sweet tea. “I see you two have already met. Isn’t this exciting, two authors at The Inn at the same time? Why, the two of ya might could write something together.”  
 
    “You’re an author?”  
 
    He tipped his head. “So I’m told.”  
 
    “Daniel here writes science fiction books. Working on something new right now. That’s why he came here, to work on his latest novel, right?”  
 
    “That’s right, ma’am.” 
 
    “I told him you two might could sit out here and write together, maybe share a few writer stories. Said you might even share a cookie or two with him. Maybe.”  
 
    “Are you published?”  
 
    “I am. You?”  
 
    “Why ‘course she’s published. She’s Zoe Mayfield, bestselling author of what they call rom coms, romantic comedies, like the movies, but in books. Already has ten out and is working on the next one while she’s here. All of them have been New York Times bestsellers, too.” 
 
    I blushed. “Lou, please. You make me sound so much better than I am.”  
 
    “But it’s all true, so you are that good. Don’t sell yourself short, missy. Now Daniel, he’s still new to the game, so maybe you can show him the ropes. You know, help him out and teach him a thing or two about the business.”  
 
    “Are you traditionally or self-published?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m with an Indie publisher. Big time author like you probably never heard of it.”  
 
    “Try me.”  
 
    He mentioned one I wasn’t familiar with. “You’re right, I’ve never heard of them. What’s your last name? I’ll check out your writing on Amazon.”  
 
    “Oh, please. I hate that. Besides, I write under a pen name. I thought it was best that way.”  
 
    “Interesting.”  
 
    Lou chose a cookie from the plate and addressed Daniel. “Now why don’t you go on and get yourself situated, and when you’re ready, I’ll call you two down for dinner.”  
 
    “That’s a mighty fine idea, ma’am.” He smiled my direction and headed back into the house.  
 
    “You might could do that man a world of good.” 
 
    “Sci-fi really isn’t my genre.”  
 
    “Well, even so, he’s a looker. Wouldn’t hurt to spend some time with him anyway.”  
 
    “I’m not all that interested in fostering any romantic relationships at the moment. Besides, I really have to get this book finished. It’s already two months late.”  
 
    “Oh dear, and I’m not helpin’ with that now, am I? Let me let you get movin’. Lordy bee.” 
 
    “Thanks for the treats.”  
 
    She waved as she scooted back into The Inn.  
 
    A few minutes later Daniel returned with his laptop. He stood just behind me and to my right. “Hmm. That’s interesting.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What you’ve got that Nate guy saying.”  
 
    “What do you mean by interesting?” 
 
    He bent down and ran his finger across my screen, pinpointing the area he wanted to discuss. “Is the character, um, how should I put this?” He rubbed the top of his index finger under his chin.  
 
    “How about you put it quickly and bluntly? I’ve got to get this thing finished.”  
 
    He nodded. “Okay, does this Nate guy have a pair or what?”  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Charisma, it’s called love, and it’s the greatest feeling in the world. Really? What guy says that kind of thing?”  
 
    “Uh, Jack Nicholson. ‘You make me want to be a better man,’ in As Good As It Gets, for starts.” I pressed my lips together. “And who can forget this one. ‘Nobody puts baby in a corner.’ That was Patrick Swayze in Dirty Dancing. Shall I continue?”  
 
    He put his laptop between his knees and held up his palms. “No, no. I’m sorry. You’re right. My bad.”  
 
    He walked over to the other side of the extended upper porch, just far enough away from me to not be a bother, but still within earshot and not out of view, and sat.  
 
    “What publisher did you say you’re with?” he asked.  
 
    “I don’t believe I did.”  
 
    “Ah.”  
 
    He tapped away on his laptop. “Oh, nice. That’s one of the top five. And your books are doing well on Amazon. Looks like you’re exactly what Lou said. I’m impressed.”  
 
    “Some might think it’s rude to check out another author when you won’t allow the same courtesy.”  
 
    “I didn’t realize this was a competition.”  
 
    “It’s not. It’s just rude.”  
 
    He hit the keys on his computer, unplugged it from the wall and carried it to me. “Here you go, full disclosure.”  
 
    I glanced through the pages on his website. “Not too bad. Looks like you could use some better keywords and maybe a reader magnet. Your publisher set this up?”  
 
    “I used a freelancer. What’s a reader magnet? Like I said, ma’am, I’m pretty new to all of this.” 
 
    I explained how a free book works to draw new readers into his fan base.  
 
    “And please, don’t call me ma’am. I’m not eighty.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’—Ah, got it. I’m still pretty new at this stuff. My publisher is pretty small. They don’t do a lot for me. Most don’t, especially for authors like me. Your kind, that’s different. You’re golden to your publishers.”  
 
    “Excuse me? What’s that supposed to mean?” I shoved his laptop toward his stomach. “I take my job very seriously, thank you. As a matter of fact, I’m seriously behind on my deadline. I’ve got my editor riding my butt to get this book done, and my agent breathing down my neck too. It’s two months late, and if it’s not finished in the next few weeks, I could lose my publishing contract. So, no, I am not golden.”  
 
    He used his laptop as a shield. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just thought, you know, because you’re with one of the big five, and your books are in the double digits on Amazon, that you’re treated like a queen. I didn’t realize...” 
 
    “That I’m under a lot of pressure? Well, I am, and I apologize for being rude, but I really need to get this book done.”  
 
    “Understood.” He sauntered back to his side of the porch, his beat up brown cowboy boots clicking on the wood with each step. My eyes locked on his butt, entranced with the way it shifted up and down and left and right as his legs lifted off the floor. When I caught myself gawking, I shook my head and focused back on my novel.  
 
      
 
    Charisma couldn’t help but stare as Nate strolled in front of her. The fit of his faded jeans, perfectly cut to match the shape of his lean legs and tight behind, the way his boots echoed in her head each time they hit the ground…her heart nearly exploded, and it wasn’t the only thing ready to explode. Desire overwhelmed her. She wanted him, needed him. Now.  
 
      
 
    Woah. Where’d that come from? I kept at it, my fingers swimming along the keyboard faster and faster, like the good old days. Seconds, minutes, maybe even an hour passed, until I stopped from a paralyzing pinky cramp in my left hand. I stood, stretched, manipulated my hand as much as possible, and did a few laps on the deck to get my blood flowing again.  
 
    I paced, lost in my thoughts. Should Charisma rush to Nate’s side or should she lag behind and continue to gape at the sight of his perky, hot buns? Of course, I wasn’t paying attention and didn’t see the dip in the flooring, lost my balance and tumbled forward, arms flailing in front of me as I unsuccessfully tried to stop myself from crashing onto porch, which I did, with a booming thud.  
 
    I rolled onto my back. “Ouch.”  
 
    Daniel bent down on one knee and repeated that quirky, flirtatious smirk again. I wanted to reach up and run the tips of my fingers over the wrinkles on his forehead. “How you doin’ down there, big shot?”  
 
     Lou burst through the French doors onto the porch. “Well lawdy be, what happened here? Sounded like the bottom fell outta the porch or somethin’.” 
 
    Daniel and I made eye contact, but I broke it right away. His mouth stayed straight as a steel rod, except for the right corner which twitched ever so slightly. A giggle tickled the back of my throat, nudging its way up, and forcing me to smash my lips together. I fought it, but its strength won, and the giggle exploded into a contagious laughter, and Daniel leaned back and laughed along. His laugh, a deep, throaty, from the gut chuckle that made Lou giggle and me guffaw more, so much more I snorted, and Zoe snorts sounded worse than pig snorts. Much, much worse. 
 
    Daniel and Lou stopped laughing, and I of course, snorted one more time.  
 
    They froze, gawking at me, slack jawed. I raised myself up into a sitting position and fussed with my long, brown curls. “What? You’ve never heard a woman snort before? Happens all the time. Geez." 
 
    Daniel moved his hand toward my face, but I swatted it away. “What?”  
 
    He brought his hand back to my face again and swiped his thumb across the bottom of my lip. “You’ve got something here.”  
 
    Our eyes met.  
 
    I licked my lips. “Oh.”  
 
    “Well then, I think I’ll just scoot on outta here. Looks like you two got things handled just fine.”  
 
    Daniel broke the connection and acknowledged Lou. “Thank you, ma’am, I think we’re fine.”  
 
    He offered me a hand and pulled me from the floor. I adjusted my shirt and played with my curls some more, trying hard not to look him in the eye again. “Uh, thank you. I don’t know what happened.”  
 
    He crouched down and ran his hand along the wood planks on the porch floor. His slender, long fingers were golden as if he’d spent years in the sun, only they lacked the dry, scaly texture common with sun damaged skin. “I do. Looks like one of the planks is warped.” He pushed himself up and wiped his hands on his jeans. “I’ll make sure to mention it to Stan. I’m sure he and Lou wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt on it.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.” I bowed my head and fiddled with my hands. “Well, I…I really should get back to my book. I’m…I’m…” 
 
    “Late getting it to your editor?”  
 
    I pointed up at him. “Yes, that.”  
 
    He smiled. “Yes, you need to get writing if you want to keep on being a bestselling author, and I must get to my book if I want to reach that status.”  
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    I strolled back to my seat, my eyes glued to the wood planks so I wouldn’t embarrass myself again.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lou prepared the most amazing traditional southern dinner, and I ate so much, I considered asking Stan to use the pulley to get me to back to my room. After finishing three pieces of perfectly fried chicken, two extra large chunks of freshly made, just from the pan cornbread, a heaping scoop of extra buttered and heavily brown sugared mashed sweet potatoes, corn and black bean salad and two, yes, two servings or Georgia peach cobbler with big scoops of vanilla bean ice cream, I had a food baby bigger than that women who gave birth to eleven babies at once.  
 
    My stomach rumbled, and I knew I’d done a very bad thing. Daniel shared my table and chose then to ask me a million questions about my publisher. I struggled to focus on his questions when the gurgling in my gut echoed inside me.  
 
    “What kind of pre-release marketing do they do for you?”  
 
    I crossed my legs and leaned forward, which probably wasn’t the smartest decision on my part. “What do you mean?” I sucked in my stomach, but nothing moved. That wasn’t a good sign.  
 
    He poured himself another glass of wine. “Like with reviews. Do they help you get them before your books are released, or is that something you set up?”  
 
    I shifted in my seat, hoping that would calm the rumbling. “They submit them to a few companies like Kirkus, Netgalley, and Publishers Weekly. They send out ARCs, too. That kind of thing.” I sipped my water hoping it would calm my stomach, but it only proceeded to fill it more. I desperately needed to burp but of course, didn’t.  
 
    “Reviews are challenging for small press publishers. They send out ARCs but really, that doesn’t always guarantee a review. They’d like me to have a street team, but I’m a guy. Guys don’t really do that kind of thing, you know?”  
 
    “I understand.” And, I did. The whole street team concept seemed female in nature to me. “I imagine it’s hard to market your books online, being a guy.”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I think I should be offended.”  
 
    I nearly blushed. “Oh, no. I don’t mean to be offensive. It’s just that so many online groups are focused on women readers, and really, it’s women that publishers focus on, so all your street team efforts would be female focused, and that would probably be a little odd for you I’d think.” I shifted in my seat again, and the move gave my stomach a bit of relief.  
 
    “It is. They want gift bags and certificates for massages, and I’d want to give away cases of beer and football game tickets.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Those probably wouldn’t go over as well as the massages.”  
 
    He drank the last bit of his wine and refilled his glass. “Probably not.” 
 
    “Though I do love a good college football game.”  
 
    “Go Dawgs.”  
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” I said, and held up my water glass.  
 
    We clinked our glasses together, his wine and my water, and my stomach growled. I prayed he didn’t hear it.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I need to get upstairs. I’m not feeling well at the moment.”  
 
    He stood, crossed to my side of the table, and offered me his hand. “No, no. I understand. You ate quite a bit for someone your size.” 
 
    “I think you just called me a pig.”  
 
    He blushed, and it was absolutely adorable. “I…I, uh…I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant you have a healthy appetite for a—“ 
 
    I stopped him before he dug himself deeper into a hole. “It’s okay. I think I get the point.” 
 
    He placed his hand on my shoulder and then massaged the side of my arm with his thumb, and electrical sparks tingled down to my fingertips. “Is there anything I can do?”  
 
    I dug my palm into my stomach, partly to elevate my digestive issue but also to calm the butterflies his touch had just awoken. “No, thank you.” I forced myself not to run for the stairs, and walked as elegantly as possible, wanting to appear cool and collected, not jittery and quite possibly on the verge of an intestinal explosion. I didn’t turn around, but I sensed Daniel’s eyes burning into me as I disappeared up to my suite.  
 
    I mimicked Mt. Vesuvius in the pink and white bathroom, and I felt horrible for desecrating the tranquility of the themed room, but my insides thanked me for it.  
 
    I allowed myself plenty of time to freshen up, change into a cute fall sweater, and then headed back downstairs for a hot cup of cocoa. Shannon would have called me a glutton for punishment, her grandmother’s favorite saying. My heart ached when I thought of her. Why did I torture myself like that? She’d never been my real friend.  
 
    “Feeling better?” Daniel asked. He’d beat me to a cup of cocoa.  
 
    “I am. I’m sorry for rushing out on you.”  
 
    “I would have too after saying the things I’d said.”  
 
    I smiled. “You did call me a pig didn’t you?”  
 
    “Not intentionally. Can I make it up to you?”  
 
    “That depends on how you plan to.”  
 
    “How about a walk? Stan says the grounds are beautiful at night.” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea,” Lou said. “Let me just get these in some to-go cups.” She all but grabbed Daniel’s cocoa from his hand and hurried back to the kitchen.  
 
    We waited in an almost uncomfortable silence that Daniel was about to fill when Lou returned with Styrofoam cups filled with our hot cocoa. “Here ya go. All warmed up and ready for that nice romantic walk.” She smiled big enough to show us every one of her crooked teeth. To not love the woman was impossible.  
 
    I sipped the creamy chocolate drink. It was heavenly. “Thank you. It’s delicious.” And it was. I’d likely return back home ten pounds heavier.  
 
    Daniel patted his firm middle. “I’m glad I won’t be here much longer. I can’t afford this kind of diet.” He returned the toothy smile; only his view offered straight pearly whites. If his writing career didn’t work, he definitely had a future as a dental ad model. He wrapped his fingers around my arm. “Shall we?”  
 
    The darn butterflies took flight again. I begged them to stop, to go back to their cocoon, to wait out the storm until I was ready, because I definitely wasn’t ready. My heart hadn’t yet healed from the cheating and break up with Chad, how could it possibly feel anything for someone else?  
 
    We stepped outside and the view stopped us in our tracks.  
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Amazing, isn’t it?” He asked.  
 
    I spun around, taking in the scope of the dark sky, admiring each of the millions of white, twinkling lights shining down on us. “It really is. I can’t see any of this from my place in Morningside. The city lights hide it all.”  
 
    “I know. I miss this.” 
 
    “You’re from here?”  
 
    “Dahlonega, so not too far, but the view is the same. Check that out.” He pointed to a grouping of stars. That’s the constellation Cassiopeia.”  
 
    I squinted, but couldn’t quite see what he saw. “Where exactly?”  
 
    He positioned himself behind me, placed his right hand on my right hip, and held my left hand in his. I instinctively leaned back into him, resting my head into his chest. He used my index finger and traced the shape of a poorly printed W in the sky. “Right there. Follow our fingers.” Our hands moved together in the W pattern four times, and I didn’t breathe once. “Do you see it?”  
 
    “Hmm hmm.” I could barely get that out.  
 
    He lowered our hands and wrapped them around my waist. “A Greek astronomer named Ptomely named the constellation after a mythological queen with the same name. The story is she thought she was the most beautiful woman ever, but if you saw the drawings of her, she wasn’t all that attractive. I think she just had a big ego.”  
 
    I laughed—a combination of nerves and humor. “How do you know this?”  
 
    He leaned his cheek to the side of my head. “Astronomy is kind of a hobby of mine.”  
 
    “All I know is the Big and Little Dipper, and I can’t even see those.” 
 
    “Spring up, fall down.”  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    He laughed. “It’s just a little trick to remember when you can see certain constellations. In the spring, the Dippers are easily visible in the south, but in the fall, they’re not. If you’d like to see the Big Dipper, we’ll have to get up just before dawn and check out the northeast part of the sky. It’ll be there, but you won’t see it in the evening.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I think I can wait until the spring. I prefer sleeping before dawn.”  
 
    “I get that.”  
 
    He hadn’t let go of me, and I didn’t want him to, either.  
 
    “Do you write about the constellations in your books?” 
 
    He angled over to my right side, letting his left hand run across my lower back and left it there as we walked. I should have been uncomfortable. I barely knew Daniel. I’d just broken up, or more like been dumped by Chad, but uncomfortable never even crossed my mind. Everything about it felt natural, normal, as if we fit like a glove.  
 
    Maybe there was something magical about The Inn after all?  
 
    “No, like I said, they’re just a hobby of mine. I’d have to do research. My books are all about fantasy. I don’t want to spend time dealing with facts. You know how readers can be. If you misrepresent the truth, they take that personally, and I don’t want to upset them.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, what did you say?” I’d completely forgotten what I’d asked him. “I…I was thinking about my book.”  
 
    He drew me close. “The book can wait until tomorrow, can’t it?”  
 
    Yes, yes, and yes. “I’m sorry. Deadlines, you know.” I lied. I didn’t want to tell him that I’d actually been thinking about how much I enjoyed being with him.  
 
    “Let me ask you this. If we went back to The Inn right now and you wrote all night, would you finish the book?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then does that deadline matter?”  
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “Okay then, instead of worrying about that, may I suggest you do what I’m doing?” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On what you’re doing, of course.”  
 
    He faced me and leaned his head down, touching his forehead to mine. My heart raced, and those butterflies. Those darn butterflies took flight again, threatening to burst out of my stomach and fly away. I worried Daniel could hear them buzzing around inside me.  
 
    He didn’t move. He didn’t say anything for seconds, maybe even minutes, just leaned his forehead onto mine. His breath, warm and chocolately, teased my lips, and I wanted him to bend down further, to touch his lips to mine, to taste the cocoa left over from his cup, to feel Daniel close to me.  
 
    My lips parted, my body trembled, and I tried so, so hard to stop myself from going over the edge. I didn’t want a rebound relationship, or a one-night-stand. I didn’t want anything fake. I didn’t want anything, really. I wasn’t ready, or at least I thought I wasn’t ready, but Daniel elicited feelings from me I never knew existed, feelings I’d never even felt for Chad.  
 
    He pushed back and glanced up at the stars. “Enjoying the fresh air, beautiful night sky and the company of a gorgeous, intelligent woman, of course.” He held my hands, but put inches of distance between us.  
 
    I wanted to move close again, cut the distance and nuzzle my body into his. What in God’s name was wrong with me? I loved Chad. No, I hated Chad, but I wasn’t ready to want anyone else yet. My shoulders sank. I fought an internal war, and couldn’t decide which Zoe I wanted to win; the Zoe that wanted Daniel, or the Zoe that mourned for the loss of Chad and wasn’t quite ready to move on. Each one had a point. Ready Zoe knew moving on was smart, but mourning Zoe knew I needed time to process and heal.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Daniel, I…I can’t do this.” I broke our physical connection and rushed away.  
 
    “Zoe, wait.” He ran after me, grabbing my waist. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Please, don’t go.”  
 
    “No, it’s not you. It’s me. I’m…” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, God. You just it’s not you lined me. I don’t think I’ve ever had that happen before.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Now I see why girls hate that so much.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, too. “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, I mean it, but not the way guys do. I mean it’s really me. I’m just not…I can’t do this. I…I have a book to write, and I…I just can’t now, Daniel. I’m sorry.”  
 
    I left him standing there, his mouth hanging open, his arms hanging down at his sides, palms out, confused and concerned as I all but sprinted back to The Inn.  
 
    “How was your walk?” Stan asked as I slammed into the front entrance.  
 
    “Great. I’m going to bed. I’m not sure I’ll be down for breakfast. If I’m not, would you mind not disturbing me until I come down? I’m not feeling all that well.”  
 
    “Anything we can do?”  
 
    “No, I’ll be fine. I think I’m just over tired.”  
 
    “Well, you get some rest then, and let us know if you need anything. I’ll put a do not disturb sign on your door for ya, and we’ll see ya when we see ya.”  
 
    “Thanks, Stan.” 
 
    “Welcome.”  
 
    I took the steps two at a time, and when I got to my suite, hid inside with my tail between my legs.  
 
    Obviously mourning Zoe won the internal battle.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I stayed in my suite until after noon, tapping away on my novel, and while personally I barely functioned, professionally I hit my stride again, taking pieces from the night before, the feelings and butterflies revived from Daniel’s touch, and used them to rewrite the dead, emotionless parts of my novel.  
 
      
 
    Charisma knew. The butterflies didn’t lie, couldn’t lie. They danced within the pit of her stomach, begging for release, their desire strong, her desire for Nate stronger. “It can’t be wrong, not when it feels so right.”  
 
    “Did you just try to quote a Barbara Mandrell song?” Nate asked.  
 
    “How would you even know a Barbara Mandrell song?”  
 
    “I grew up in the country. How could I not know?”  
 
      
 
    Funny, the two characters sounded an awful lot like Daniel and me. I deleted the conversation and started over, several times, actually, but the conversations were always similar; a bit snappy, with a hint of flirtatiousness to them. It worked, so instead of trying to write something that didn’t work, I did what every writer tries not to do, I scrapped most of the manuscript, keeping only the guts of the story and changing up the parts I thought didn’t work, which, truth be told, was most of it. My editor would kill me if she found out.  
 
    I wrote like a mad woman. The theme and storyline remained the same, as did the characters, but the way they interacted changed. I’d adored Nate, and I admired his imperfections, and adding the quirky, sexy slant of Daniel’s smile, the soft, gentle caress of his hands and his lengthy legs just made him all the more appealing.  
 
    I added spunk and strength to Charisma, and while she certainly had flaws, I allowed her some realistic reasons for change, not just the same old, sappy, same old stuff, because every rom-com protagonist needed a true cause to bring that change; it was the underlying basis of the story. I loved the new Charisma, and that’s when I realized I didn’t like the last one, not even a little. She reminded me too much of the weak, sad woman I’d become, and I didn’t much like myself.  
 
    I didn’t need a smack over the head to see it. I’d become the pathetic, whiny protagonist in a badly written rom-com.  
 
    I clicked save, closed my computer, fussed quickly with my appearance, and dragged myself out of the suite and into The Inn. I wouldn’t be that girl. I wouldn’t let Chad and Shannon’s actions define me, and I wouldn’t be weak, insecure, whiny, or the main character no one liked. I’d read too many novels with too many of those characters, and I’d deleted them from my e-reader before finishing them. I refused to be deleted from my own life and end up a character from a bad rom-com book.  
 
    By the time I’d made it to the dining room, I realized I’d slipped on two very different boots, and I wasn’t the only one to notice. Daniel noticed, too. Actually, he noticed first.  
 
    “Love the look. Is that a new fashion trend, or should I give you the name of my ophthalmologist?” His eyes danced, and he smiled, and my bones melted into a gooey pile of mush.  
 
    I eyed my boots, one an espresso brown leather style with the top folded over, and the other, a deep, black leather pick with no folded top. The defining idiot tell I should have felt the moment I walked in them, neither heel matched in size or shape. How I hadn’t noticed made no sense. I had to believe in my effort to not be Rachel rom-com curmudgeon, I’d neglected to pay attention to the details and raced out of my suite. “I’ll be right back.” I hobbled back to Serenity and swapped the black boot for the other espresso brown one.  
 
    “All better?” Daniel asked.  
 
    “All better.”  
 
    Lou asked if I wanted any cookies and sweet tea.  
 
    “Actually, I’d love some more of that hot cocoa to go if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t mind. I’ll go on and fetch it right quick.”  
 
    I held my hand to my chest. “I’m sorry about last night.” I shook my head. “And…and for today. I shouldn’t have run away from you like that, and I shouldn’t have acted like a child. I’m so embarrassed. Will you forgive me?”  
 
    He brushed a hair from my cheek. “For what, for being human? For being nervous when some stranger takes you practically into the middle of the woods and nearly accosts you? I’m the one that should be apologizing to you. Obviously I scared you, and I’m sorry for that. I wanted to talk to you this morning, but you had that do not disturb sign on your door, so I wanted to give you your space, but I—”  
 
    Lou returned with my hot cocoa, and one for Daniel, too. “I thought you might could use a cup, too, just in case.” She turned toward me and winked.  
 
    I returned the wink. “Thank you Lou, you’re a life saver.”  
 
    I looped my arm through Daniel’s. “Would you like to finish that walk?” 
 
    He flashed his perfect smile, and I prayed I wouldn’t melt into another pile of gooey mush from that, too. “I’d love to.”  
 
    Atlanta rarely had two seasons, let alone three or four. Other than our infamous snowmageddon of 2014, our seasons consisted of hot, hotter, ridiculously hot and hotter than hell, hence the name Hotlanta. Stepping outside with a light knit sweater and realizing I needed something a touch warmer both shocked and excited me. I rubbed my arms. “Wow, I didn’t expect this.”  
 
    “It’s always about ten to maybe twenty degrees cooler up here. Let’s go back inside. I’ve got a sweater you can wear.”  
 
    “It’s okay. I’ve got one in my suite.” I climbed the stairs to the porch. “I’ll just be a minute.”  
 
    Stan tipped his hat my direction. “Bit chilly today, Miss Zoe. Make sure you stay warm.”  
 
    “Just running up to get another sweater now.” I closed the door behind me. I heard Stan and Daniel talking as I darted up the stairs, but couldn’t make out what they said. By the time I returned, they’d stopped.  
 
    “Looks warm enough,” Stan said, eying my brown and cream, knee length, striped sweater. 
 
    “It should be,” I said.  
 
    “Thanks for the info Stan,” Daniel said.  
 
    We headed on our walk.  
 
    “What info?” I asked.  
 
    Daniel pointed to the right. “About the path near the creek. Stan said it’s a great place to collect walnuts.” He retrieved a bag from his jean pocket. “And he gave us a bag to bring some back in so Lou can make a walnut pie.”  
 
    “Oh how fun.”  
 
    “Have you ever had walnut pie?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Have you?”  
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    “Is it good?”  
 
    “It’s…it’s—I’m not sure I’d use good to describe it.”  
 
    “What would you use?” 
 
    He kicked a pinecone on the path. “Do you have any aunts?” 
 
    “Strange question, but yes, I have two aunts. Why?” 
 
    “I have two also. One of them is in her late fifties. Never married, she just wasn’t much into that traditional southern lady stuff, but she tried, at least in some aspects, like cooking. Growing up, I was her favorite nephew. I visited her often, and every time I did, she made these big meals with ham, mashed potatoes, turnip greens, all the typical southern treats, and always a walnut pie. I’d eat three pieces every single time I stayed with her.” 
 
    “So you do like it?”  
 
    “Everything my aunt cooked tasted like dirt.”  
 
    I laughed. “Oh, yuck. You’re a sweet nephew.” 
 
    “I’m an awesome nephew.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you’ll be eating dirt for a late dessert tonight.”  
 
    “Me, too.” He wrapped his fingers around mine and pulled my arm close to his. “But at least I’ll have you to share it with me.” 
 
    “I’m allergic to nuts.”  
 
    He stopped. “Seriously?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Maybe I should be allergic to nuts then, too.”  
 
    “You can’t suddenly be allergic to nuts. I had to make sure Lou knew it when I booked my stay and everything. It’s a big deal when cooking.”  
 
    He dragged his hand down his unshaven face. “Well, that’s no good. Now I’m going to have to eat the bulk of that pie by myself.”  
 
    I picked up a walnut and held it up to his face. “Yup, these nuts are all yours. I can’t even be near them. I get all red and blotchy, and my throat closes up.” I sniffed the round, green shell. “Just smelling them can send me to the ER.” The corners of my mouth curved upward.  
 
    He grabbed the green shell and tossed it. “That’s just cruel, teasing me about an allergy.” He tightened his hands on each side of my waist and tugged me toward him. I dropped my head back as he leaned his forward. “Is this okay?” he asked.  
 
    I reached up and brushed my fingers against his cheek. For a moment, our eyes locked, and time froze until I placed my palms on his chest and nudged him back. “Patience is a virtue.”  
 
    He took three steps backwards and bowed. “Yes, it is, and not one I’m sure I have, but for you, I’ll try my best.”  
 
    I curtsied. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.” I held out my hand. “Shall we continue our quest for nuts?”  
 
    “There’s a lot of ways one could take that question.”  
 
    “Definitely, but you should take it literally.”  
 
    “That’s too bad.”  
 
    The corners of my mouth lifted. I bent down and picked a nut from the ground. “Look at this.” The green-coated skin deceived me. “I’d swear this was some not quite rip fruit if I didn’t know better.”  
 
    He examined the walnut. “I can see how they’d trick the average eye,” he wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “But, thankfully you’ve got a nice southern man like me that knows what he’s doing to help you out.”  
 
    He twirled the walnut in his hand. “The most important thing to understand is this nut, and the rest of the green ones on the ground aren’t ripe yet so, any pie Lou is planning to make won’t be made with these walnuts.”  
 
    “So why are we collecting them?”  
 
    He reached down and gathered two more green balls in his hands. Tossing the nuts into the air, he juggled them all. “Because unlike most fruits, walnuts will still ripen once they’ve fallen from the tree. Lou’ll store them and once they’re ready, she’ll make that pie.” 
 
    “So basically, what you’re telling me is we’re not going to have that walnut pie after all?”  
 
    He shook his head and winked.  
 
    I punched him in the shoulder, and the nuts all dropped to the ground. “Way to make me feel bad.”  
 
    He backed away and rubbed his arm. “Wow, for a little person you’ve got some strength behind that punch.”  
 
    “A little person? I’m five-six buddy.”  
 
    His deep blue eyes sparkled like tiny oceans of crystal water, and my broken heart wanted to jump into those safe waters and swim away forever, leaving the hurt with Chad and Shannon a distant memory.  
 
    “For someone who’s six-two, five-six is munchkin sized.”  
 
    I drew a check mark in the air. “That’s one.”  
 
    He snatched the imaginary check mark from the air and stuffed it in his pocket. “Look at that, it’s gone.”  
 
    I drove my hand into his pocket. “Give me that back. It’s mine.”  
 
    He whipped his body around and ran from me. “Oh, no you don’t. Possession is nine-tenths of the law, right? It’s mine now.” Off he went, running through the woods, dodging rocks and broken branches lying on the ground with the grace of a gazelle.  
 
    I however, lacked that kind of grace, and it showed. Instead of a balletic, willowy gait, I thumped and plodded through the woods, smashing the sticks, kicking at rocks and finally tripping over a rotting log that sent me sailing into a pile of deteriorating, unidentifiable nature, face first. I screamed as I landed.  
 
    Daniel rushed over. “Zoe, are you okay?”  
 
    I didn’t respond, choosing to stay face down in the pile of muck hoping I’d disappear in it instead.  
 
    “Zoe?”  
 
    I held up my hand. He pulled on it, and flipped me over.  
 
    I spit out something wet and mushy. “I’m fine.” A slimy, goopy thing stuck to my left eyelid, and when I realized it could move, I screamed bloody murder. “Oh my God, something’s on my eye. Get it off. Get it off. Daniel. It’s moving. What is it? Get it.”  
 
    The warmth of his fingers caressed my face, and the slimy, goopy thing disappeared. “It’s gone.”  
 
    My eye peeked open to Daniel’s face inches from mine. “Hey there. It’s gone.” He picked something from my cheek. “I think you’ll make it.”  
 
    I sat up. “I can’t believe you stole my check mark and made me fall in a pile of…of…” I held my hands up and glanced around. “Nature.”  
 
    He dropped into that same pile of nature and rolled around in it, letting the leaves and muck attach to his clothes, skin and hair. “How’s this? Better?” He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me on top of him. “I’ll even let you put something on my eye if you’d like.”  
 
    Our bodies molded tightly into each other, our faces so close the tips of our noses touched. His breath, warm and moist, tickled my lips. I held my breath. 
 
    Daniel grinned. “Zoe, I—“ 
 
    “Daniel, patience is a virtue, remember?” 
 
    His face contorted, pain seeping from his eyes. He shifted. “The—my—nuts.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    He pushed me off his chest and rolled me onto my back, though I bounded upright immediately, not wanting any more slimy yuckiness attached to my body. I brushed off the leaves stuck to my shirt. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I’m lying on nuts.” He sat up and twisted his back, grabbed three green balls and tossed them aside. “Do you know how hard those things are? Man, they hurt.”  
 
    My body shook, and I turned away, hoping he wouldn’t see my toothy grin, or the tears pooling in my eyes. I busted myself though when I snorted.  
 
    He smacked the back of my knee. “What’re you laughing at? You didn’t lie on them. Get over here and tell me how it feels.”  
 
    I faced him again, tears falling from my eyes, my laughter silent as my head bobbed up and down. Why it hit me that way, I had no idea, but it did, and I couldn’t control myself. I clutched my waist and dropped next to him, landing square on something round and hard. I shot back up and screamed. “Yowza, that hurts.”  
 
    “I told you.” He held up the nut. “No wonder there’s that expression about being tough as a nut.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows and out came another snort. I bent over, apologizing. “I’m…I’m…” Barely able to breathe, the words wouldn’t form. “I can’t…I just, can’t.” I crouched down and examined the ground, searching for a nut-free spot to sit. When I found one, I took it. I spent another minute or two collecting myself, doing my best to stop the giggling, but honestly, I hadn’t laughed like that in months, and I didn’t want to stop.  
 
    When my breathing regulated, I nuzzled my head into Daniel’s shoulder. “Thank you for that.”  
 
    He tipped his head onto mine. “For what, sitting on nuts?”  
 
    I chuckled. “Do you want me to start again?”  
 
    He ran his fingers over my knees, drawing a smiley face. “Actually, you’ve got a beautiful laugh. I could listen to it all day long.”  
 
    I coughed. “Super cheesy, Daniel.”  
 
    “Really? I was going for romantic.”  
 
    “I’d give you a six on a scale of one to ten.”  
 
    “Ouch, that’s bad.”  
 
    “Hey, it’s better than failing. Besides, you’re ahead of the game for making me laugh like that. Honestly, I haven’t done that in months.” I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. “Funny, I don’t remember the last time I’ve laughed that hard. How sad is that?”  
 
    “What’d he do to you?” 
 
    I twisted my fingers together. “Why does it have to be about a guy?” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but it usually is.”  
 
    I leaned back on the palms of my hands, completely forgetting about the potential slimy things crawling around on the ground. “Well, in this case it wasn’t just a guy. It was my best friend, too.”  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Though I guess she wasn’t really my best friend, because best friends don’t normally steal your boyfriend, and they sure as heck don’t sleep with them when you’re still dating and tell you sex with you was just pity sex.”  
 
    “That had to hit right in the feels.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “The feels?” 
 
    “I have a teenage niece. She helps me with current slang for my books. Sometimes it sticks.”  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it hit right in the feels, the bad feels, that is.” 
 
    “When did it happen?”  
 
    “Yesterday. Last year. It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done, and I’m adjusting. I came here to get my butt in gear and forget about it, and to finally write the ending to my book so my publisher doesn’t drop me.” As comfortable as I felt with Daniel, talking about Chad and Shannon reminded me of a bad trip to the dentist or gynecologist. I didn’t want to discuss it, and suddenly felt the urge to run. I pushed myself up and picked at the leaves on my clothing. “And speaking of my book, I really should get back to it.”  
 
    Daniel hopped up. “Zoe, wait. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He tugged at my waist. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    I flipped around, and we were only millimeters apart. “No, Daniel, you didn’t upset me. It’s not you, really. I’ve just got to get this book done, and talking about Chad and Shannon…” I stopped. I didn’t want to get emotional in front of him, and I’d felt the bile in the pit of my stomach, felt it boiling, readying itself to rise to the surface and blow again. “I…I…it doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    He brushed a hair from my face and lifted my chin toward him. “If you still hurt, it still matters.”  
 
    My knees shook and barely held my weight. I wrapped my arms around Daniel’s middle. “I don’t hurt when I’m with you.”  
 
    He leaned down and brushed his soft lips against mine. My entire body warmed from the inside, and for a cool fall day, the temperature must have reached a record high. 
 
    He backed away. “Then I’m doing something right.”  
 
    I wanted him to kiss me again. “That kiss though.”  
 
    He blinked, and licked those soft, full lips. “What about it?”  
 
    I traced the outline of his lips with my fingertip. “It was kind of lame, don’t you think? I mean I’ve definitely had better first kisses.”  
 
    His whole body stiffened. “You’ve had better? Oh, hell no.” He lunged forward, cupped my face in his hands and drew my mouth to his. His lips, smooth, wet and full, opened against mine, his tongue teased against them until I couldn’t stand it any longer and gave in. He urged his body into mine, ran the fingers of one hand through my hair, while his other hand slid down my back and rested just below my waist, tightening our bodies even closer together. He bent forward, and my body bent back, molding into him. He moved his lips from mine and trailed small, smooth kisses across my cheek to my left ear, nibbled on my lobe, moved my hair, and then continued to kiss down my neck, shifting my shirt aside to kiss me there, too.  
 
    I squeezed my fingers into his waist and moaned. “Daniel, yes.”  
 
    He caressed the side of my neck and buried his face into it as he held me tight. “Zoe, God, you’re amazing.” And then he let me go and stepped away. “I’ve had better first kisses.” He shook his head. “You said that on purpose.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Patience is a virtue, remember?”  
 
    “You can’t use my line on me.” 
 
    “I can.” He smirked. “And I just did.” He crouched down, grabbed a walnut and tossed it to me. “Here, keep it.”  
 
    I caught it and scraped my fingers on its rough surface. “For what?”  
 
    “To remember that amazing first kiss, of course.”  
 
    I nodded and walked back toward The Inn. “Technically, it was our second kiss, but who’s counting?”  
 
    I heard him sigh behind me. “You’re a little spark plug aren’t you, Miss Best-selling author?”  
 
    “That I am, Mr. Indie Published Newbie, that I am.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lou loved the bags of walnuts. “Well look at that. There’s enough for three, maybe four pies here.” She clutched the bags to her chest and winked. “And from the looks of your flushed cheeks, I’d say you had yourself a fine time  in the woods finding them, too.”  
 
    My hands instinctively touched my cheeks, and the heat coming from them would have melted my nail polish, if I’d worn any. “It’s a little chilly out.”  
 
    She scratched her jaw, and Stan walked up at that moment. “Oh boy, what’s wrong?”  
 
    Lou hushed him with clasped hand on his forearm. “Nothing you need to get yourself all up in arms about, honey. Now git. We got a gourmet meal to prepare.” 
 
    Stan tipped his old cowboy hat to me and shuffled away.  
 
    “Now, what was that you said?” Lou asked.  
 
    “I said it’s chilly out, and that’s why my face is red.”  
 
    She cocked her head and gave me another wink. “Honey, like my mama used to say, you could start an argument in an empty house.”  
 
    I didn’t speak old school southern. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure what that means.”  
 
    She nearly dragged me to the room off the front entrance and tossed me into a chair. Thankfully Daniel had to take a call from his marketing manager and wasn’t there for the conversation. Who knew indie publishers even had marketing managers?  
 
    She plopped down into the seat next to me. “Sweetie pie, it means you lie like a dog on a rug. It means what you’re sayin’ don’t match what your face shows. Whatever happened out there in those woods sure must be good because your eyes are sparking, your face is flushed, and your voice hasn’t stopped cracking since you walked through that door over there.”  
 
    My whole body flushed, and I knew my face darkened by at least five shades. “We kissed.”  
 
    Lou clapped and cheered. “Oh lawd, that makes me so happy. I knew it. I just knew it.”  
 
    Daniel appeared in the doorway. “Knew what?”  
 
    Lou stopped talking and straightened in her chair. “What?”  
 
    “You said you knew it. What’d you know?” He glanced at me, but I shifted my eyes to a dark spot on the wood floor.  
 
    Lou waved her hand and stood to leave. “Oh goodness, you can’t be asking an old woman to repeat herself. My memory’s not what it used to be.” She scooted out of the room faster than an ant with a breadcrumb returning to his Queen. 
 
    Daniel rubbed his hands together and sat in the chair Lou vacated. “So, news travels fast in these parts, huh?”  
 
    I bit my lower lip. “I didn’t know it was supposed to be a secret.”  
 
    He grinned, and waves of crystals swam through the blue oceans that passed for his eyes and captivated my heart. “It’s not.”  
 
    “Good to know. I don’t like secrets.”  
 
    His eyes darkened. “I imagine you don’t.”  
 
    He whispered. “So, what’s on the agenda for the evening?” He glanced into the foyer. “Other than no walnut pie, I mean.”  
 
    I giggled. Daniel had a knack for getting a laugh from me with the simplest of things; a one-line comment, facial expression, the way he angled his head just so when I said something that didn’t quite make sense.  
 
    “What’s so funny?”  
 
    “Nothing. Why?” I asked.  
 
    “Your eyes are closed, and you just did a little half snort thing.” 
 
    My hand covered my mouth, and I dropped it. “I did not. Did I?” 
 
    “Yes, you did. It was this kind of…I don’t know quite how to explain it.” He held up his finger and then laughed. “It sounded a little like Homer Simpson eating doughnuts.”  
 
    And there he went, proving my point. “Oh my gosh, what on earth does that mean?” 
 
    He stood and reached for my hand. “Come with me. I’ll show you.” 
 
    He led me to his suite across from mine. The Loft Suite, they called it, because they’d opened up part of the attic and used that as the bedroom section, giving the first floor a southern style sitting room décor, with a beautiful stone and brick fireplace, a small four-person table, and a flat screen TV that had to be at least seventy inches.  
 
    “Wow, your room is amazing.” I wondered how an indie author could afford such a lavish room, but it wasn’t my place to ask.  
 
    “Thanks. I didn’t know I’d get this when I booked my suite, but I’m not complaining.”  
 
    The black, wrought-iron spiral staircase leading to the loft area beckoned me. “May I?”  
 
    He waved his arm toward it. “Be my guest. I’ll pull up a video.”  
 
    I circled up the stairs, making sure I didn’t gaze down in the process. Stairs didn’t bother me, but walking up them in a circular pattern did. I kept my eyes slanted up, and I moved at a snails pace so I wouldn’t get sick. Mismatched boots and slimy stuff on my face weren’t great, a poor gut pushed the envelope, but throwing up in a hot guy’s suite pretty much sealed the deal for the end of any budding romance, and I didn’t want to nip mine in the bud. 
 
    The king size bed and a two drawer nightstand filled the loft, leaving just a bit of room to move around. The gray down comforter lay neatly across the bed, six pillows piled up at the head. Part of me wanted to drop onto it and nuzzle in for the night, it was that inviting, while the peculiar, nosy, maybe a little inappropriate side of me begged to lift a pillow and catch a hint of Daniel’s scent. I chose instead to swoop my hand over the comforter and imagine him sleeping.  
 
    “Found it,” he semi-hollered from below. “This is so your snort, only an extended version.”  
 
    I blew the bed a kiss goodbye and climbed down the steps. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating.”  
 
    “Listen. Don’t watch.” He pointed to a chair. “Sit there and just listen. I’m telling you, it’s you.”  
 
    He played the video, and I watched him try to stay quiet and not laugh over the sound of Homer grunting through God only knew how many doughnuts.  
 
    “I do not sound like that,” I lied, because my snorts were nearly the same, albeit a shortened version of Homer’s orgasmic doughnut eating experience.  
 
    “Baby, you absolutely do sound like that.” The video ended, but he replayed it.  
 
    He called me baby. Butterflies fought for space inside my stomach.  
 
    He laughed then, a full belly laugh, and that did it. I lost it. Daniel came to me, and when he did, his clear blue eyes had darkened. I recognized that look. Desire.  
 
    Dear God, was something going to happen?  
 
    Was I ready?  
 
    Would I have to rush up those stairs, because I didn’t think I’d make it without the urge to lose my cookies.  
 
    Hmm. Cookies.  
 
    Goodness gracious, my thoughts scattered across all levels of crazy, my nerves tingled, and I didn’t know what to do, or what to expect. In the three seconds it took him to saunter—and saunter he most definitely did, those long legs, wow…those long legs—to me and lift me from the chair lasted at least an hour. My mind went to places it shouldn’t…places I didn’t even know existed.  
 
    He pulled me to him, our bodies crushed together, and ran his fingers through my hair, dragging my head up to his, and kissed me.  
 
    Something―passion, excitement, I wasn’t sure, but it rose from my toes and shot through my body, spending a few extra seconds at all the important spots, and rushed to my lips. Breathless, I returned the kiss, our lips barely touching at first, than melting into each other, his tongue dancing, begging me to let it in, and I did.  
 
    His scent filled me, a hint of warm, fall-like cedar and soap. I wrapped my arms around him and prayed the moment wouldn’t end, completely forgetting about the spiral stairs.  
 
    He broke off the kiss, and I pulled at his bottom lip with my teeth. He moaned. “God Zoe, what you do to me.”  
 
    “If it’s anything like what you do to me, it must be amazing.”  
 
    He leaned his forehead onto mine. “You’re amazing.” He kissed my forehead then and pulled away. “We can’t be in here or I’m going to do something a gentleman shouldn’t, and I don’t want to rush this…to rush you.” He held my hands and led me to the door.  
 
    I wanted to dig my heels into the ground and tell the gentleman to get a life somewhere else, because Daniel could have me right then and there, but I didn’t. Instead, I gazed into his eyes, and said nothing. What could be said? Our bodies, the way they connected, the sparks that flew when they touched, and our eyes, the sparkle in his, the desire I knew emanated from mine, all spoke for me. I wanted him, and I knew he wanted me, but he was right. Rushing was bad. Rushing was horrible. Rushing was intense, and sexy, and hot, and I wanted to rush more than I anything in the world, but damn it, he was right.  
 
    I fixed my hair and followed him out of the suite, peeking back at the loft bed quickly, and wishing, hoping for a chance to enjoy it with Daniel another time.  
 
    There is a moment in every relationship where each person determines if their feelings are real, or it’s simply a casual fling, and walking down the stairs with Daniel, that was my moment. I knew. I knew the butterflies in my stomach, the heat traveling through my body from his touch, they were real, not just a passing fling. Somehow, something happened, Chad and Shannon be damned, and the emotion, the feelings for Daniel flooded every part of my body, filled my heart and swallowed my soul.  
 
    If it were my best friend—or former best friend—saying this about a guy, not Chad, of course, I’d insist she’d fallen in love.  
 
    Was I falling in love with Daniel?  
 
    He squeezed my hand at the bottom of the stairs. When I glanced at him, the dark blue of his eyes hadn’t lightened, and I knew he wasn’t finished with whatever we hadn’t officially started upstairs.  
 
    My entire body shivered.  
 
    “You cold?” He ran his free hand down my arm. “I can get you a sweater.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m fine, just an uncontrollable shiver. It happens sometimes.” I didn’t mention the reason why it happened that time, because how do you tell a man you caught the animalistic need to throw you down and make love to you penetrating from his eyes?  
 
    Hmm. I definitely held onto that thought for Charisma and Nate.  
 
    “If you change your mind…” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    He truly was a gentleman, and my heart beat faster just being near him. I’d never felt anything similar, not with Chad, not with anyone. Something clicked with us, and we both felt it.  
 
    “Oh lawd, Daniel, I plum forgot to tell you, you had a package delivered while you were out.” 
 
    “Oh, great. I was expecting that.” 
 
    “It’s in my office. Let me fetch it right quick.” 
 
    “A package? Who delivers a package to a bed and breakfast?”  
 
    He laughed it off. “It’s just something that was supposed to be sent to my house, but it never arrived, so I had it sent here instead.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and headed to the dining room.  
 
    Lou followed behind us with the package. Daniel snatched it from her and excused himself to put it away without even opening it. 
 
    I caught a view of the senders mailing label and recognized it immediately. I swallowed hard.  
 
    “Must be awfully important, making him skedaddle like that to put it away,” Lou said.  
 
    “Or he’s trying to hide something.”  
 
    “Oh come now, what would that boy be trying to hide? He’s as pure as the day is long.”  
 
    The bowling ball settling in the pit of my stomach said otherwise. “You know, I’m not all that hungry after all. I think I’ll just head upstairs and call it a night.” I stood and placed my hand on Lou’s arm. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you like this. I know you spent time making that dinner.”  
 
    “Sweetie, you’re not an inconvenience, but you might could stay and have some of the cranberry and spinach salad. It’s an Inn specialty. Plus, you need to fuel that brain of yours to finish your book. Now sit. I won’t take no for an answer.”  
 
    I didn’t argue. I decided I’d interrogate Daniel, the indie published author, as best I could and find out why he had a package roughly the size of a typed manuscript delivered from my publisher. 
 
    Daniel clomped back down the stairs and darted to the dining room, his cowboy boots mimicking mini-explosives as they hit the wood floor. “Sorry ‘bout that. I didn’t want to have that lying around.”  
 
    “Em hmm.”  
 
    He fidgeted in his seat.  
 
    “Something wrong?”  
 
    “Nope. Just tired, I guess.” I yawned to justify my lie.  
 
    He nodded. “Must be all that fresh country air.”  
 
    I wiped the moisture from my water glass. “Yes, must be.” I couldn’t look at him; the angst filled bowling ball settled into my gut, looming like an appointment for a root canal.  
 
    Root canal?  
 
    I really needed to stop writing my personal story in my head and definitely had to work on better similes, personally and professionally.  
 
    Stan filled Daniel’s wine glass, but I placed my hand over mine. “Thanks, Stan, but I’m good. I’m going straight to my room after my salad to work on my novel. Missed deadlines aren’t good for my mainstream publisher, you know?” I checked Daniel’s expression, and swore he grimaced ever so slightly.  
 
    “How’s that book coming along?” Stan asked. He checked behind him and then bent down and whispered, “’Tween us, I think my wife’s hoping you’ll give her one a those special copies, you know, the ones that come out before the book does. But you don’t breathe a word of this to her. She’d beat me with a spoon if she knew I said that.”  
 
    “I’m definitely planning to give her a review copy, and I’ve already got my publisher sending her a box of swag from my previous books.”  
 
    “Well, I don’t know about this swag stuff, but I bet she’ll love it. She’s been on the phone every day telling family how we’ve got a famous author staying with us. She’s wound up tighter than a slip knot ‘bout it.”  
 
    “That’s sweet. Lou really is a lovely woman.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it? I’m a lucky man, that’s for sure. Don’t know what I’d a done without her all these years.” 
 
    I hoped to have a love like that some day.  
 
    Daniel uncrossed and crossed his legs. “You’re not feeling well?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m fine. Just have a lot to get done. I came here for a reason, and I’ve got to stick to my guns or I won’t get this book finished.” I leaned back in my seat. “So, what’s with the package?”  
 
    I watched his Adam’s apple bob in his throat as he gulped down half the glass of wine. “Just the—hopefully—last copy of my manuscript from my publisher.” 
 
    I plastered a fake smile onto my face and watched as Daniel fidgeted in his chair, barely able to make eye contact with me. “Wow, you’ve got an attentive publisher. I didn’t realize small presses did things like that. Mine rarely sends anything unless it’s digitally.”  
 
    His shoulders stiffened. “You know how it is. The back and forth with an editor and all that staring at a computer…with the release coming soon, I needed to see it in print and wouldn’t give my final approval if I didn’t, so they sent it. Probably will take the cost out of my royalties.” 
 
    “Ah, makes sense.” What didn’t make sense was the fact that the manuscript came from my publisher.  
 
    Lou brought out our food, and I moved my fork around on my plate. The lettuce leaves practically wilting from the room temperature and the dressing. I couldn’t bring myself to eat, my stomach wound in tight knots knowing Daniel lied. 
 
    Daniel glanced at my plate and pointed to it. “You haven’t even taken a bit. You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I shoved back from the table and stood. “I really need to get my manuscript finished.” I drove my fingertips into my temples. “Feeling pretty stressed about it, I guess.” 
 
    He bounded out of his chair and placed his hand on my waist. “Let me walk you to your suite.”  
 
    I pushed his hand aside. “No, I’m okay, really. I just…I just need to get it done so I don’t have it looming over me every minute of the day.”  
 
    “I understand. If I can do anything to help…”  
 
    I offered him a semi-smile. “Thanks, but I’m good.”  
 
    “Then I’ll see you tomorrow? For breakfast?” 
 
    “Possibly. I may have to lock myself up and throw away the key to get the book finished.” 
 
    “Okay then, I guess I’ll see you when I see you?”  
 
    I nodded. “Good night, Daniel.”  
 
    “’Night, Zoe.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I went into the zone, that place writers go when they’ve got their groove on…when they hit a stride and can’t stop, or won’t stop, until the stride tells them to. It surprised me, too. I thought for sure I’d think about Daniel lying to me, but I forced all thoughts of him and that package to the back of my brain and focused on Charisma and Nate.  
 
    Nate wouldn’t lie to Charisma. Nate wouldn’t try to cover up something like a package from a big publishing house. Of course, Nate could be whatever I wanted, since I’d created him. Daniel on the other hand, didn’t come from the pages of a book or a laptop. He lived and breathed and couldn’t possibly be perfect, no matter how much I wanted him to be.  
 
    I guess I didn’t exactly force Daniel to the back of my brain after all, but it didn’t matter. I added another layer to my story and stayed up well into the morning hours perfecting it.  
 
    I snuck out of my room just before noon and tiptoed down the stairs to the kitchen. Lou stood in front of the sink, hand-washing cookie sheets and mixing bowls.  
 
    “Well, look who’s decided to join the world?” She wiped her hands on the dishtowel and picked up a plate of cookies on the island. “Would you like one? They’re oatmeal and honey. My meemaw’s special recipe.” She nudged the plate toward me. “Go on, I suspect you need the sugar boost.”  
 
    I snatched a cookie and thanked her. The soft, chewy taste of honey and oatmeal still warm it melted in my mouth. I moaned. “Oh wow, that’s so good.” I took another bite and talked with my mouth full, my good manners losing out to the pure ecstasy of cookie heaven. “Your grandmother knew how to make a cookie.”  
 
    “She churned her own butter, and that’s really the secret to the recipe. I don’t churn, but mine don’t taste too bad. Nothing compared to my meemaw though.” 
 
    “I lifted another one from the plate. “I bet your grandmother would be proud though. They’re fantastic.”  
 
    “What’s fantastic?” Daniel asked. He’d snuck into the kitchen like a ninja. 
 
    My stomach did a somersault, but not because it was happy.  
 
    Lou handed him a cookie and then repeated what she’d said to me.  
 
    “This is incredible,” Daniel said. A cookie crumb settled on his bottom lip.  
 
    I nearly brushed it off, but I stopped myself. The act seemed so personal…so intimate, and I didn’t feel touching him was appropriate given my lack of trust. It didn’t matter anyway because Lou swiped it off with the flick of a finger.  
 
    “Make any progress on the novel?” he asked.  
 
    I nodded, worried if I spoke directly to him, I’d ask about the package. Instead, I focused my conversation toward Lou. “Speaking of, I should get back to it. Lou, thanks for the cookie.” 
 
    “Would you like me to make you a sandwich? You can’t work so hard without any nourishment now, can you?” She patted the chair next to the island. “Here, pop a squat. It’ll just take me a second to whip something up.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s okay. I really should get back to work. I’m so close to finishing, I don’t think I’ll need much more time, and then I can get out of your way for more exciting guests.”  
 
    Lou’s smile warped downward, and her eyes followed. “You mean you’ll be leaving soon? Heavens, that makes me sad. I’ve enjoyed having you here.”  
 
    A rubbed my hands together. “Life keeps going once the book is done, and there’s a lot to do to get it published, so I have to keep moving.”  
 
    “Well then, how about I make you a sandwich and bring it up to you?”  
 
    I nodded. “That would be wonderful, Lou. Thank you.” I didn’t even acknowledge Daniel as I left the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I’d just settled into writer’s mode on the bed in my suite when someone tapped on the door. 
 
    “Room service,” Daniel said.  
 
    I should have known that would happen. I didn’t want to face him. I wanted to forget him. “Just leave it, and I’ll grab it in a second. Thanks.” 
 
    He tapped again. “Zoe, you can’t avoid me forever.”  
 
    My cell phone rang. I’d checked messages last night and texted with my editor and must have not put it back on do not disturb. “Sorry, phone’s ringing. It’s my agent. I’ve got to take this.”  
 
     “We need to talk, Zoe.”  
 
    “Hey, hold for a second, okay?” I said to Leslie, my agent. I hesitated, but walked to the door and opened it. Daniel grinned, and I took the tray of food from him. “I can’t right now. Phone call and book to write.” I conjured up a smile. “Thanks for bringing this up.” I closed the door to Daniel with his mouth hanging open.  
 
    “Hey Leslie, what’s up? You scouting other publishers for me?”  
 
    “Don’t be silly. Just checking in. Wanted to see how the trip and book are coming along.”  
 
    “So far, so good. I’m almost finished, actually. Maybe another two days at the most, and I can get it to the editor and get back to my life in Atlanta. This nature stuff is wearing on me.”  
 
    “Are you having fun at least?” 
 
    “I guess. I mean, it’s been interesting, that’s for sure. Hey, can you do me a favor?”  
 
    “You name it.”  
 
    “There’s this author I’d like you to check out. He’s staying here too, and he told me he’s with a small press, but he got a package from my publisher, and it doesn’t make sense.” I filled her in on Daniel’s info.  
 
    “Not familiar with him, so he can’t be all that popular,” Leslie said. I heard her typing on a keyboard. “Well, he’s for real at least. I’m on his website now.”  
 
    “I’ve seen it, too. It’s just strange. He lied about the package, and I saw the label.”  
 
    “What does it matter?”  
 
    I shook my head, more for myself than my agent. “It doesn’t, I guess. I just…we…I don’t know. Can you just look into it for me, please?”  
 
    “If it’ll help you finish that book, of course I will.”  
 
    “Great, thank you. I appreciate it.”  
 
    “I’ll check back with you in a bit.”  
 
    We hung up, and I took a big bite out of the sandwich, realizing then my stomach needed the sustenance.  
 
    Two hours later Daniel knocked on my door again. “Zoe, please. I don’t know what I did, but I’d like to talk to you about it.”  
 
    I cracked open the door, and let him in.  
 
    “You know, don’t you?”  
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed, my hands tucked under my legs. “I—” 
 
    “You saw, didn’t you? That’s why you’re giving me the cold shoulder.”  
 
    “Saw what?”  
 
    “I spoke to Leslie.” 
 
    Heaviness weighted down my lungs, and I struggled to take in enough hair. “Leslie?” 
 
    “She told me you saw the label on the package, from our publisher.” He moved toward the bed.  
 
    “Our—what?” I flew from my comfy spot and flipped around to face Daniel, who’d just sat next to my empty space. “You’re not with my publisher. You’re with…with that indie press.” The name escaped me, but it didn’t matter. I stuttered. “What’s, I’m…I’m, what’s going on?” I leaned against the suite door and crossed my arms over my chest.  
 
    Daniel ran a hand through is hair. “Leslie is my agent, too.”  
 
    He never said he didn’t have an agent, but he never said he shared mine either. I considered that a lie by omission. People I cared about and that I thought cared about me had already lied me to. I couldn’t deal with it happening again so soon. “You have an agent? My agent?” I dropped into the chair near the fireplace. “So, the package was from my publisher, and Leslie told you I saw the label. She called you. I asked her to find out about you, and she called you? Why?” My brain wouldn’t function. My thoughts were scrambled, and my mind couldn’t focus. “What’s going on? Why did you two lie to me?”  
 
    “We didn’t—I didn’t—” 
 
    Lou knocked on Daniel’s door across the hall. “Daniel, your car is here.”  
 
    Our eyes met. “You’re leaving now?” I asked.  
 
    “I have to. I’ve got somewhere to be, but I’ll be back in the morning.” He hung his head and then stood and walked toward me.  
 
    I pushed myself up from the chair. “You should go. I…I—just go.”  
 
    I opened the door and Lou almost fell over. She’d just positioned herself to knock. “Well, there you are. Your car is here to take you to the airport. I’m sure going to miss you, but you gotta get movin’. I hear those specialty cars are expensive.”  
 
    “They’re not too bad, actually,” Daniel said. “In fact, would you mind letting him know I’ll be down in a few minutes? I’d appreciate it.”  
 
    “Of course I will,” she said, and off she went.  
 
    Daniel closed the door behind her. “Zoe, please. I can explain.”  
 
    I grabbed my cell phone and hit the last call to call back my agent.  
 
    Daniel stood too close for comfort, so I backed away and paced the room.  
 
    Leslie picked up on the first ring. I switched the phone to the speaker setting. “Hey Zoe, you calling to tell me you’ve finally finished?”  
 
    “I’m calling to find out what the hell is going on.”  
 
    Leslie paused before finally asking what I’d meant.  
 
    “Les, I told her you called me,” Daniel said.  
 
    “I don’t know what you two are doing, but whatever it is, I’m out,” I said. “You understand? Leslie, you know how I feel about honesty, and whatever’s going on here, it doesn’t feel all that honest to me.”  
 
    “It’s not what you think,” she said. “If you’d let me explain—” 
 
    “You know what?” I tossed the phone to Daniel. “I don’t need an explanation after all.” I grabbed my purse and laptop and practically yanked its cord from the wall. “You two talk amongst yourselves. I’ve got a book to finish.” I wrapped the cord into a loop around my arm. “Whatever scam you two are pulling, it’s over. Daniel, that thing we started? It’s over. Leslie, you’re fired.” I grabbed my phone and stormed out as Daniel stood, his mouth wide open.  
 
    “Zoe, wait,” he said.  
 
    “Where you heading in such a hurry?” Lou asked.  
 
    I stopped for a second. “I can’t stay anymore Lou. I’m so sorry. Just charge my credit card for whatever I owe, and whatever fees you have for early check out. It’s been lovely, and I’ll make sure to get you an advanced copy of my book, but I can’t stay here any longer. I’m sorry.” I charged down the stairs and out to my car, leaving the rest of my stuff abandoned in my room. I’d worry about it all later. I just needed to get away from The Inn, and as far away from Daniel as possible.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three days had passed, and I’d called Lou and made arrangements to pay to ship my belongings. She didn’t ask any questions, just said she was sorry for what happened and wished me well. Her kindness made me feel worse for being such a louse.  
 
    I desperately wanted to call Shannon, but of course I didn’t. I stayed in my condo, stuffing my face with cookies and cream ice cream and finishing the last part of my book. Leslie had tried calling, left eleven messages and sent fifteen emails and texts, but I hadn’t responded. I just wrote. I wrote and ate and went without a shower, opting to focus on the book and hopefully not think about being screwed over again.  
 
    It really wasn’t that big of a deal, was it? Daniel hadn’t committed anything to me, or I to him. Was I wrong to be upset because he didn’t tell me the truth, that he’d lied by omission? And really, I’d not allowed him the opportunity to explain, so was I being overly dramatic? Was there a good explanation for what happened? 
 
    As for Leslie, she had been my agent for close to six years now. We were friends, almost family. We exchanged real Christmas and birthday gifts, ones with a personal touch, not just boxes of chocolates. What happened? What really happened?  
 
    The more I didn’t think about it, the more I thought about it, and I realized I needed answers. I picked up my cell and dialed Leslie. The call went straight to voicemail. She was either with a client or in a publisher meeting, those were the only reasons she let her calls go straight to voicemail.  
 
    I couldn’t contact Daniel unless I did it through his website, but I wasn’t sure who would see the email since I didn’t quite know who he was actually published with. My publisher had access to my site, as did my marketing manager.  
 
    Marketing manager. Didn’t Daniel mention he had a marketing manager also? Maybe, just maybe he did, but not from the small publisher, from mine.  
 
    I called mine and chatted like I wanted to simply check in on things. “Hey, do you know who handles Daniel Royal?”  
 
    Jennifer, my manager wasn’t sure. “Daniel Royal? That’s a pen name for his sci-fi books. He doesn’t publish those with us. He only publishes his thrillers with us, wants to keep the two separate.”  
 
    “His thrillers? He writes thrillers?” 
 
    She laughed. “Of course, silly. Daniel Spenser is one of the biggest names we’ve got. You’ve met him, right? Weren’t you at the Christmas party last year? I’m sure he was there.”  
 
    I had attended the Christmas party, with Chad. And I didn’t know Daniel Spenser, but I certainly knew of him. I rushed to my laptop and typed his name into the Google search bar. When the page finally populated, there were several hundred links about Daniel Spenser, international best-selling thriller and suspense author. In fact, his last two books held both number one and two spots on the New York Times list, and had for over a year. One was being made into a movie.  
 
    The package. It wasn’t his latest novel, was it? It was the screenplay for the movie.  
 
    “Daniel Royal is Daniel Spenser?”  
 
    “Honey, you need to get out more. Everyone knows that. It’s like the Stephen King and Richard Bachman thing. We know, but we act like we don’t.” 
 
    Why hadn’t I caught on? I’d seen photos of Daniel Spenser all over books stores and the Internet. The fact that I didn’t recognize him alarmed me. Was I that self-involved…that out of sorts that I didn’t make the connection? 
 
    Stan’s words echoed inside my head. You can’t see what your mind doesn’t want your heart to know. Had my brain tricked me? Did it not want me to know the truth? Was my heart not ready, or did part of me just want to enjoy the moments with Daniel and not acknowledge the truth? 
 
    If that was the case, what was I supposed to do? My heart couldn’t push past thoughts of Daniel—of his lips against mine, his hands touching me. 
 
    But none of that mattered, because Daniel didn’t tell me who he was. He had to know I didn’t realize. Why did he keep it a secret? I didn’t understand, and I didn’t understand what role Leslie played in it all either. Nothing made sense. I just knew my heart broke again, that people had betrayed me again, people I thought cared for me.  
 
    My bags were supposed to arrive sometime before five that evening, and when the light scent of dirty Zoe crept into my nasal passages, I glanced at my clock and decided I’d jump in the shower and be done before the carrier brought my things.  
 
    I’d just finished pulling my hair up when they rang my bell.  
 
    “Ms. Mayfield, you’ve got a delivery,” the doorman said through my intercom.  
 
    “Thanks Hector. Send it up, please.”  
 
    I poured myself a glass of wine just as the delivery person knocked. “Coming.”  
 
    I opened the door and there stood Daniel, holding my things. “Hey,” he said.  
 
    A shiver went down my spine. It was Daniel, but not the cowboy boot-wearing, casual shirt and a pair of nice fitting, faded jeans one I’d met at The Inn. Instead, he dressed in a crisp pair of midnight blue colored jeans, ones that had obviously been professionally ironed, and a gray and white striped button down shirt. The man breathed sex no matter how he dressed. “You’re the delivery person?”  
 
    “I figured it was the best way to talk to you.”  
 
    I snatched my bags from him and tossed them behind me, into my condo. “Well, you were wrong.” 
 
    I shoved the door to close it, but he stopped it with his foot. “Zoe, please just listen, at least for Leslie’s sake. She’s a wreck because you won’t talk to her.”  
 
    I did feel bad for completely ignoring Leslie. I hadn’t even given her a chance to explain, and that wasn’t like me. Chad and Shannon’s betrayal must have had a much stronger impact on me than I’d realized.  
 
    Daniel rocked back onto his heels. “Five minutes. Please.” 
 
    “Five minutes. No more.” I moved to the side and let him in.  
 
    He paced my living room and ran his hands through his hair several times.  
 
    I stood against the door, arms folded over my chest, trying not to cry. My body sent mixed messages to my brain. Part of me wanted to rush to him, grab him in my arms and tell him I’d forgiven him…forgiven him for making me feel hopeful again and then sending my heart crashing down into the pit of my stomach with his lies and deceit. The other part of me wanted to kick him in the nuts for the exact same reason.  
 
    I tapped my foot. “Clock’s ticking.”  
 
    He faced me and darted over, grabbing hold of my waist. I pushed him away.  
 
    “Zoe, we didn’t…I didn’t lie to you, not with malice intent, that is.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “Lying by omission is the same as being outright dishonest in my book.”  
 
    He nodded. “Okay, okay. I get that, but I didn’t intend to do that. Our motives weren’t meant to be deceitful. It actually started out as a joke, but then Leslie thought it might work, so we ran with it. I never meant to hurt you, and neither did she.”  
 
    I shook my head and stomped away from him. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I just know you weren’t honest about yourself from the beginning. Your real name. Your publisher. Leslie. You hid things from me, and I can’t stand that.” I sniffled, sensing the urge to cry growing deep inside my gut.  
 
    “I know, I know. Let me start from the beginning.” He paced circles around my small sectional couch. “Okay, yeah, I do have a pen name, and that pen name is with a small indie publisher. I wanted to separate my two writing styles and see how the sci-fi stuff sold without my name attached to it. So, I can see how you’d think I was being dishonest.”  
 
    “I don’t think it. I know it.”  
 
    He kept running his hand through his hair, and I couldn’t help my body from trembling at the memory of that hand touching my face, wrapping me up into him. I hated myself for thinking that way.  
 
    “Okay, fine. I get that. The day you called Leslie and told her you were going away to finish the book, I was there…I was in her office. I’d tried for months to get her to introduce us, but she wouldn’t. First you were with Chad, and then you were struggling with the break up. She told me about it, and that day, in her office, I told her what you needed was someone to sweep you off your feet and make you forget about Chad. I said I was up for the job.” He dropped onto the couch and stared at me, his eyes pleading for me to understand.  
 
    He had made me forget about Chad, and then he’d hurt me all over again. “I’m listening.”  
 
    “Like I said, at first it was a joke, but Leslie said you were really struggling with the book because you were so hurt, and she was worried you wouldn’t be able to finish it. I told her you needed to experience romance to write about it, and again, I was your guy. If she’d just introduce me to you, I could make you forget what Chad and Shannon did to you.”  
 
    I blew out a mouthful of air and sneered at him. “Obviously you don’t lack confidence.”  
 
    “It was a joke, but Leslie went with it. She told me to get into my pen name persona and said I should go to the Inn and give it my best shot. If I could make you forget about Chad so you could finish your book, then she’d tell you everything.” He rubbed his palms on his quads. “And I was stupid enough to think it would work.” He glanced up at me, his blue eyes dark and intense. “I just wanted the chance to meet you, the rest of it didn’t matter to me. I thought if I met you, you’d know who I was and we’d connect—or not. I just wanted that opportunity. I didn’t realize you wouldn’t recognize me.”  
 
    I should have recognized him, but I didn’t. Self-involved, panicked about the book, whatever the reason, I just didn’t put two and two together. I couldn’t blame him for that. I fell onto the couch next to him. “I was distracted, stressed. I mean I know who you are. Your face is everywhere. I should have realized. Even when you told me about your pen name, and I Googled you, I should have known.”  
 
    I let Chad and Shannon affect me that much that I couldn’t think straight. How pathetic was that?  
 
    “You had a lot on your mind, and you’re a trusting, kind person. Why would you think someone would claim to be someone they aren’t?”  
 
    “Well, you were someone you aren’t—weren’t.” I tipped my head back onto the top of the couch. “Whatever the proper word is, but you know what I mean.”  
 
    The left side of his mouth twitched. “We should know that considering our chosen careers.” He leaned back next to me. “The point is, you’re right. I was wrong to mislead you, and I guess Leslie was too, but we didn’t set out to do it with bad intentions. Leslie wanted you to forget about Chad, and I—”  
 
     I stopped him. “Leslie wanted me to finish my book.”  
 
    “Yeah, that too, but mostly she wanted your heart to heal. She wanted you to feel good again.” He positioned himself to face me. “We’ve talked after you left. She’s been worried about you since the break up.” He paused and nodded once. “You loved him.”  
 
    A tear fell from my eye. “I did.”  
 
    “Leslie wanted you to move on, and yeah, she wanted you to finish your book, but that wasn’t the main reason. She wanted you to heal.” 
 
    “I was, until I saw the package.”  
 
    “I know, and I should have told you then. I should have been honest, but I was scared. Scared this would happen…scared you’d feel this way and run.”  
 
    “And I did.”  
 
    “I must be psychic.”  
 
    “Or you read a lot of romance novels.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Not a single one.”  
 
    “Well, if you did, you’d tag me as the perfect pathetic protagonist. Whiny, proud, weak—I’m the stereotype for sure.”  
 
    He hooked my hair back behind my ear. “You’re not weak, and you’re definitely not pathetic. Maybe a bit whiny at times, but in a cute way.” He caressed my cheek and leaned his forehead into mine. “I don’t want to blow this. Please say you forgive me.” 
 
    I’d forgiven him the moment he stepped into my condo. The feel of his fingertips brushing against my cheek made that clear. I all but melted into the couch, another gooey mess of Zoe, no bones, no spine, nothing solid to keep me together, just a blob of myself, falling in love with Daniel. “You should have told me.”  
 
    “I should have.”  
 
    “I can’t handle dishonesty.”  
 
    “I won’t ever lie or lie by omission to you again. I promise.”  
 
    “Trust. Trust is important to me. I have to trust you.”  
 
    “You can trust me. I’ll never do anything to hurt you again, Zoe.” He tilted my face up to his and brushed his lips against mine. My body turned to mush again, and I had this overwhelming sensation to wrap my arms around him and pull him to me, as close as possible, and never let go. I just needed to feel him connected to me. I didn’t have to though, because as the kiss grew in intensity, Daniel gathered me into his arms and gently entwined our bodies together. Our tongues danced together as tears poured from my eyes. I ran my hands down his back and up again, ran my fingers through his hair and cried more.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Zoe,” he said between kisses. “So sorry.” He rubbed his cheek against mine, laid a string of kisses across my neck and shoulder.  
 
    I dug my head into his neck, breathed in his scent, and a calmness washed over me.  
 
    I was home. Daniel was my home.  
 
    He drew away from me, and I had to stop myself from yanking him back. I didn’t want the moment to end. The safety, the comfort, the way I felt in his arms engulfed every part of me, and I wanted to live in his arms forever.  
 
    He wiped his thumb over my tears. “We need to call Leslie. She didn’t want me to come here. She thought I’d make it worse. She’s so worried about you, about your relationship. Can we call her?”  
 
    I nodded, almost unable to speak. “I need to gather my thoughts.” My eyes locked onto my laptop on the table near my leather chair. “And my book. God, I need to finish that book.”  
 
    Daniel bolted up from the couch and jerked me up with him. “The Inn. Let’s go back, and you can finish it there.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t. The way I left there? Lou and Stan must hate me.”  
 
    “Are you kidding me? I nearly got a butt whooping to Hell and back for what I did. Lou gave me a what-for worse than my grandmother ever did. I canceled my book signing so I could beg her to forgive me.”  
 
    “That’s what you were leaving for?”  
 
    He nodded and then made a beeline to my laptop and flipped the top down. “Come on. I’m still checked in, and your room is still available. They’d love to see you, to know you’re okay.”  
 
    I bounced on my toes. “I do need to finish the book, and I did love The Inn.”  
 
    “Then it’s settled.” He took his cell phone from his pocket and called Lou.  
 
    Lou answered and gave him a two-minute lecture, he interrupted her and let me talk on speaker phone. “Hey Lou, it’s Zoe. Is my room still available? I’ve got a book to finish writing, and The Inn is the perfect place to do just that.”  
 
    “Well all be, of course we’ve got your room. I was hoping Daniel could convince you to give him another chance. Why he was all out of sorts after you left. Stan thought he was gonna have to shoot him with a horse tranquilizer.”  
 
    I burst out laughing, and a snort slipped out. Daniel echoed Lou’s laugh over the line.  
 
    After we hung up, Daniel loaded my things back into his car while I packed the rest of my stuff and called Leslie.  
 
    We both cried over the phone.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. It was totally out of line for me to do what I did. It went too far, and I should have told you from the beginning. I should have forced you to go out with Daniel after Chad…” She stopped herself. “You know.”  
 
    “Yes, I know, but I wouldn’t have gone out with him, at least I don’t think I would have. Besides, The Inn, it had something to do with all of this. It’s magical.”  
 
    She laughed. “Well then, I’m booking myself a room. I could use a little of that love hocus pocus.”  
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “You definitely should.”  
 
    “Zoe, all kidding aside, I am sorry. We didn’t mean upset you.” 
 
    “I know, and I should have recognized Daniel, so it’s not all your fault.”  
 
    “You’ve got a lot on your plate lately, and I know you. When you’re stressed over a manuscript, you focus on that and nothing else.”  
 
    “Still, I can’t be upset with you because I didn’t recognize him.”  
 
    I glanced behind me when I heard Daniel come back into the condo, and then whispered, “And seriously, have you seen his eyes? Dear God, they do things to me in places…well, let’s just say he makes me feel things Chad never made me feel.”  
 
    “Emm, I need a Daniel.”  
 
    “Well, you can’t have mine.”  
 
    “Yours? Claiming ownership already?”  
 
    “Sure am.” I said, and then hollered to Daniel. “I’ll be ready in five. Want me to meet you downstairs?”  
 
    “That’ll work. I need to call marketing real quick. See you down there?”  
 
    “Okay,” I yelled back.  
 
    “Go,” Leslie said. “Go get that darn book finished. I don’t want to have to find you a new publisher.”  
 
    “Is it that serious?”  
 
    She laughed. “Are you kidding me? They wouldn’t drop you. You’re one of their top-selling authors, only second to Daniel Spenser. The one that gives you all those feels.”  
 
    “You have no idea.”  
 
    “Zoe, I mean it. I’m truly sorry. Your friendship means the world to me. I shouldn’t have risked that.”  
 
    “We’re solid, Les. Thank you.”  
 
    “Thank me? For what?”  
 
    “For being dishonest because you love me. And for keeping Daniel from me until I was ready to love again.”  
 
    “Love?” 
 
    “Feels a lot like that.”  
 
    “And there’s the title of your book!”  
 
    “Absolutely.” I zipped my makeup bag. “I gotta go. He’s waiting for me.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I walked out onto the front entrance sidewalk and got giddy when I spotted Daniel resting against a jet black Ferrari.  
 
    “A Ferrari?”  
 
    He opened the passenger door. “I had a good year.”  
 
    I stepped toward him. “Obviously.”  
 
    He took my hand and helped me into the car. “What can I say? Boys like their toys.” 
 
    “And girls like their investment portfolios. Or at least I do.”  
 
    “Your daddy raised you well.”  
 
    “It was my mom, actually, but I won’t tell her you said that.”  
 
    “You’re going to tell her about me?” He asked as he started the vehicle with the touch of a button. 
 
    “If you play your cards right.”  
 
    He held my hand and squeezed. “I’m an excellent card player.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt that in the least.”  
 
    We spent the time driving back to The Inn getting to know each other better, or me getting to know Daniel, the real Daniel.  
 
    “So, you really seemed at ease in the faded jeans and cowboy boots. This look, though I love it, is very different.”  
 
    He flashed me a sweet, white-toothed grin. “This is my serious Daniel attire.” He winked. “And I had a meeting with my financial advisor, so I guess that’s a good thing, right?”  
 
    “Right. I can’t lie, I like both looks, but those jeans you had on when I met you? Wow.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure to wear them more often then. Besides, I prefer Daniel Royal’s style to Daniel Spenser’s.”  
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “It’s more me.” 
 
    “Care to explain?” 
 
    “I’m a southern boy at heart. Born and raised on a farm. I love the city and living in Atlanta, but I don’t think I could move someplace like Chicago or New York. I have to fight myself to not say y’all most of the time.”  
 
    I wanted to jump his bones. The way he said y’all made my heart skip a beat. “Say that again.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Y’all. I like the way you say it. It’s sexy.”  
 
    He laughed. “Glad you think so. I said it in New York at a publishing meeting when I first signed on with our publisher, and you should have heard them snicker. I know they thought I was a one book wonder, so I busted my butt to prove them wrong. I wanted to be on the bestsellers list with the likes of y’all.”  
 
    “And so you got to number one and it stuck.”  
 
    “God must have felt sorry for me.”  
 
    “Or you’re a fantastic writer.”  
 
    “With a killer editor.”  
 
    “That too.”  
 
    “Have you read any of my books?” he asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “But I’m going to, and I bet you read mine, too.”  
 
    “I actually loaded them onto my e-reader just last night.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    He nodded. “Of course. I figured if you didn’t forgive me, I’d emulate the good guys in your novels and hook you that way.”  
 
    I didn’t tell him how I’d changed my current work in progress and modeled Nate after him. “There’s a lot a man can learn in a rom-com.”  
 
    “I can’t disagree. I’ve seen chick flicks.”  
 
    I laughed. “You have?” 
 
    “My mother is all about the Hallmark movie channel. Every time I got to the farm, I get suckered into watching one. I kind of like the Christmas ones.” He shot me a straight-lipped look. “Don’t share that with anyone. It’ll ruin my rep.”  
 
    “Your secret’s safe with me, but we are so watching Hallmark movies together now.”  
 
    He squeezed my hand again. “Baby, I’ll do whatever you want.”  
 
    My heart melted.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lou had my room all ready when we arrived. We spent that night snuggled on the swing hanging on the front side of The Inn, laughing, chatting, kissing, and touching each other in ways, and in places intimate and sensual. I’d sailed into complete and utter Heaven with Daniel, and had no desire to turn back.  
 
    We spent the night in our individual rooms—though I couldn’t call what I’d done sleeping. I’d spent the night tossing and turning, pacing my room even, wishing Daniel would knock on my door, and contemplating knocking on his. Neither happened, and while my head knew that was best, my body desired so much more.  
 
    The next morning while I wrote with a renewed sense of romance and a tummy full of cookies—a sinfully delicious early morning treat—Daniel dressed in his Daniel Spenser attire and headed back to the city to meet with the movie production company.  
 
    He helped me up from my chair on the porch. “I’ll be back before ten, eleven at the latest. Should I see if you’re awake?”  
 
    “Yes, please. I want to hear all about it, and see you, of course.”  
 
    His eyes scanned the length of my body. My green sweater hugged me in all the right places, and I’d dressed in my favorite pair of Silver Jeans, the faded ones that shaped to my hips and backside and fit like a well-worn glove. Chad always said those jeans couldn’t be any tighter and couldn’t show my sexy shape any better. I used that to my advantage.  
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    “Wow?” I asked.  
 
    “You look…you look, well…hot.” He wrapped his arms around my waist, leaned in and kissed me. “I might be back earlier. Don’t take that outfit off.” He shook his head. “I’d better go before I say or do something ungentlemanly.” 
 
    I wanted to beg him to stay and do just that. “Ooh, that’s great dialogue for my book.”  
 
    He laughed and broke our physical contact. “On that note, I’ll make sure to speak properly and definitely more carefully from now on.”  
 
    He kissed my forehead. “Thank you for coming back with me, Zoe.” 
 
    “Thank you for delivering my luggage.”  
 
    I watched him get in his car and drive away and went back to writing Charisma and Nate’s happy ending.  
 
    I wrote non-stop, first on the porch, and then as the day progressed and the sun began its descent into the horizon, in the front room, seated in a cozy, comfy oversized chair. Lou brought me never-ending refills of coffee, even spiking one of the refills with a drop or two of liquor. It teased my taste buds and upped my writing speed.  
 
    At just after eight o’clock, the front door opened, and my heart leaped. “You’re early. I expected you’d call on your way back.”  
 
    “Zoe.”  
 
    I recognized that voice immediately, and my heart dropped into my stomach. I froze, afraid to turn around, but afraid to stay still, too. Where was Lou? Stan? Why hadn’t they come to the door when the bell dinged as it opened? I wanted to scream for them, bury myself deep into the cushions of the chair so he couldn’t see me.  
 
    His footsteps echoed into the front room. “Zoe.”  
 
    I kept my eyes glued to my laptop screen.  
 
    “I can stand here all night waiting. I didn’t drive this far to not talk to you.”  
 
    I made eye contact. “Chad. Why are you here?”  
 
    “I needed to see you. I have to talk to you.”  
 
    I shook my head. “No, its…no—how did you know where to find me?”  
 
    “Hector told me.”  
 
    “Hector? How did he—” Daniel. Daniel must have told Hector.  
 
    I straightened my shoulders and jutted out my chin. “You need to leave. I don’t need to hear anything you have to say.”  
 
    He bent down, his face almost level with mine, his hands on my legs. “I left Shannon. I don’t know what I was thinking. I miss you. I love you. I never stopped loving you.”  
 
    I flinched from his touch and wished I could throw my laptop in his face and run, no sprint away from him. “Don’t touch me. You don’t have that privilege anymore.”  
 
    He jerked his hands back. “I’m sorry. You’re mad, I understand, but we…can I just—” 
 
    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I laughed loud and hard, for at least twenty seconds, but I’d have sworn it lasted hours. “You can’t be serious.” I stared at his face, and he didn’t move. “Oh my God, you are serious. I…I can’t believe this.” I set my computer on the table to my left and stood. “This is so not happening.” I pointed to the door. “Really, you need to leave. I…I don’t…” I tilted my head. “You didn’t book a room here, did you?”  
 
    He blinked.  
 
    “Dear God, you did. What were you thinking, that I’d be happy to see you? That I’d want to jump into your arms all forgiving and loving?” I wanted to go all soap opera-like on him and slap him across the face, only with my fist, and harder. “Do you really think that low of me?”  
 
    I shoved him aside and moved toward the front door. When I opened it and the bell rang, Stan meandered into the foyer from the back of The Inn. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a guest.” His mouth fell open when he saw the steam leaving my ears.  
 
    Lou came up behind her husband. “Is this Mr. Hart? Why I’ve got your room all set, and a fresh batch of cookies are cooling on the—” She saw my expression and her mouth dropped like Stan’s.  
 
    “Lou, Stan, this is Chad Hart, my ex-boyfriend.”  
 
    Chad held out his hand, but neither took it. Instead, they gave him a once over with their eyes drawn into tight slits. Lou approached me and placed her hand on her heart.  
 
    “Oh dear, I didn’t know. You have to know I wouldn’t have booked his room if I’d…if he’d…I didn’t know.”  
 
    I rubbed her arm. “Of course you didn’t know. How could you? It’s okay, Lou. Chad isn’t staying anyway.” I glared at him. “Are you?”  
 
    He picked up the bag he’d dropped in the foyer. “Actually, I am. Zoe and I have a lot to discuss, so I’ll be here for a day or two, at least.”  
 
    “Looks like we’re fixin’ to get ourselves a tornado inside The Inn,” Stan said. “Best be getting ready for the clean up.” He scooted away.  
 
    Lou waved a hand. “Don’t mind Stan. Conflict scares him, the old coot.” She plopped into the oversized, comfy chair I sat in earlier. “Me? My meemaw always said,” she conjured up a strong southern twang. “’There ain’t nothin’ like watchin’ a scorned woman open up a can a whoop ass on the one that done her wrong.’”  
 
    I didn’t hold back my laugh.  
 
    “Zoe, just let me explain.”  
 
    I glanced at Lou. She got up and walked out, saying, “My meemaw didn’t have manners like mine, that’s for sure.” She assured me she’d be close by if I needed her.  
 
    “There’s nothing to explain, Chad. Please. You can’t be here. I don’t…I don’t want you here. I don’t want you. Not anymore.” 
 
    “You can’t mean that.”  
 
    “I can. I do.”  
 
    “Please, I…if you’ll just listen to me. An hour, that’s all I need, and if you don’t change your mind by then, I’ll leave.”  
 
    All Daniel needed was five minutes. Chad needed the rest of his life, and that wouldn’t be enough. I didn’t love him. I loved Daniel.  
 
    I loved Daniel.  
 
    The realization hit me right in my heart, and I knew nothing Chad felt or said mattered. So, I listened.  
 
    “It wasn’t pity sex. It never was.” We’d left The Inn and walked along the path near the creek. Lou had given us each a lantern, and the stars lit up the sky bright enough that we didn’t really need them, either. “Shannon, she caught me at a weak moment. I had all that crap happening with work, my new boss was on me constantly, and she just, I don’t know…she just hit me at the right moment. I was weak. And then it spiraled out of control. She started texting and calling and stopping over, and one thing led to another. and the next thing I knew, she was talking love, and I don’t know how it happened, but she convinced me I loved her and not you.”  
 
    I took a breath for him. “Wow, Chad. That’s a lot of blame you’re shoving off on your girlfriend. If I know Shannon, and well, she was my best friend for a long, long time, so I do think I know her pretty well, she’s not going to like you throwing her under the bus like this.”  
 
    He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m accountable for my behavior, but I didn’t come on to her.” 
 
    I checked the time on my phone. Nine o’clock. Daniel would be back soon. What would I tell him? I rubbed my arms. “It’s cold, and I’m tired, and I have got to get my book finished. We need to head back, and you need to leave. Really, Chad, we’re over.”  
 
    Something in the pit of my stomach lurched when he faced me and I saw the sadness, the desperation in his eyes. He rested his hands on my hips. “I love you,” he said. “Zoe, I know you still love me. Love doesn’t just stop.”  
 
    “Zoe?” Daniel approached from off the path. He dug his feet into the ground and flinched when he held his lantern up, getting a full view of Chad leaning in to kiss me.  
 
    I flinched and pushed back from Chad. “Daniel. You’re home.”  
 
    I rushed toward him, but he backed away, his body stiff as a board.  
 
    “Obviously I’ve interrupted something. Chad, I assume.”  
 
    Chad held his shoulders back and bowed like a peacock on the defense, or moving in on a female to get laid. “You’re Daniel Spenser.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” I asked.  
 
    His eyes shifted to me and then back to Daniel. “I’ve read all his books. Is this who…is he the one?”  
 
    Daniel shook his head and glared at me. “We’re just friends. She’s—Zoe’s not with me.”  
 
    What?  
 
    “Daniel, what’re you—” 
 
    “Nice meeting you Chad, and thanks for reading my books.” He glanced at me. “Zoe.” He turned and headed back to The Inn.  
 
    I just stood there, dumbfounded. I didn’t know what to do, how to react, what to say.  
 
    Chad wrapped his arm around my waist. “Zoe, let’s go back, have a glass of wine, sit on the front porch in that swing, or maybe up on the deck on the second floor. Looks romantic. I have so much to tell you.”  
 
    I pulled away from him. “No, Chad. No. This isn’t happening.” I dragged my hand over my mouth. “I…I have to go.” I took off in a sprint toward The Inn.  
 
    Daniel tossed his suitcase into his trunk as I approached him, breathless and ready to die from the sprint.  
 
    “Daniel, wait. Please.”  
 
    He ignored me and kept his back to me, his hands piddling around in the trunk at the front of the Ferrari.  
 
    “Please, it’s not what you think. Come on, you owe me the chance to explain.”  
 
    He leaned into the trunk and swore. When he turned around, I winced. His eyes burrowed into me, and his lips formed a flat line. “You’re right. I at least owe you an explanation. You’ve got five minutes.”  
 
    How ironic. It was my turn to be on the clock. “Five minutes. Right. I don’t even need that long.”  
 
    He scowled.  
 
    “He just showed up, and I knew if I didn’t talk to him, he wouldn’t leave. I told him it’s over, and it is. I don’t want to be with him. I want to be with you.” I moved toward him, but he held me back by sticking out his hand.  
 
    “How did he find you? What’d you do, give him your agenda?” 
 
    “Hector told him. You told Hector, didn’t you?”  
 
    His stoic expression faltered, and I knew I’d nailed it.  
 
    “I wouldn’t tell him where I was. You have to know that. I haven’t even talked to him since things ended. Daniel, please. You have to know how I feel about you. I came back here with you, to be with you, because you matter to me.”  
 
    His expression softened, but he didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Do you understand what I’m saying?”  
 
    Chad walked up behind me. Had I not heard him, Daniel blanched, and I would have figured it out. “Zoe, we’re not finished. Please.”  
 
    I’d fallen into the perfect rom-com climax, two men, one woman, and a semi-truck full of drama.  
 
    I hated every second of it.  
 
    “Yes, Chad, we are finished. We were finished the day you screwed Shannon. I don’t care that you’re sorry. It’s over.”  
 
    He reached out to me, but I backed away. “Zoe, I told you, I’m sorry. It’s over with Shannon. I love you.”  
 
    Bile filled my throat, and I had a sudden urge to toss my cookies. “I don’t love you, Chad.”  
 
    “You can’t mean that.” 
 
    I dropped my head, and then noticed Daniel watching me. I looked into his eyes, but spoke to Chad. “I do mean that, Chad. I don’t love you. I love Daniel.”  
 
    Chad sucked in a breath, and Daniel…Daniel’s eyes lit up, little pools of blue heaven smiling at me.  
 
    I rushed to him. “It’s true. I love you, Daniel Spenser. I think I’ve loved you from the moment you gave me a hard time.”  
 
    He pulled me to him. “I didn’t give you a hard time. It’s called flirting.”  
 
    I laughed, and he kissed me, a deep, long, passionate kiss, and I forgot Chad was there.  
 
    “Zoe,” Chad said.  
 
    Daniel broke off the kiss and breathed in deeply. “Baby, can you grab my bag and bring it back in? I’ve checked out, so it looks like I’ll have to stay with you tonight.” His mouth spread into a half moon that reached from one ear to the other.  
 
    “I’ll get our room ready.” I forced my lips onto his, and then I took his bag without saying a word to Chad.  
 
    Inside the house I caught Lou and Stan snooping. “This is going to get good,” I told them. “I don’t know what Daniel’s going to say to Chad, but I can’t wait to watch it.”  
 
    “Me neither,” Lou said. “It’s like watching J.R. on Dallas.”  
 
    I giggled.  
 
    We couldn’t hear what the two men said, but whatever Daniel did say, Chad didn’t argue. He nodded and then headed inside.  
 
    We flew into the front room and acted like we didn’t know he was coming.  
 
    Chad walked over to Stan. “I won’t be staying after all. I’m sorry for the inconvenience, and please, charge my card for the night. It’s the least I can do.”  
 
    Stan nodded, but didn’t speak, though Lou did. “Probably best you move on. We won’t charge you. We didn’t turn away any guests, and the room was already prepared, so let’s not worry about it.”  
 
    Chad nodded. “Thank you.” He walked over to me. “If you ever change your mind…”  
 
    I sighed. “Go back to Shannon. I know she loves you.”  
 
    He nodded. “Goodbye, Zoe.”  
 
    “Goodbye, Chad.”  
 
    He walked out of The Inn and out of my life again just as Daniel came inside. I fell into his arms, kissing his face, and telling him how glad I was to be with him. 
 
    Stan shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “Um, I think I hear something in the kitchen. Lou, you got the oven on?”  
 
    “I think I do. Let’s skedaddle and leave these two lovebirds to themselves.”  
 
    Daniel and I laughed, but didn’t let go of each other. He held my face in his hands, gently kissed my lips, and then leaned his head into mine. “I love you, too, Zoe.”  
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Two months later, we returned to The Inn for our wedding. I’d invited Shannon and told her she could even bring Chad, but apparently they’d broken up for good. She wanted to work on our friendship, and I’d agreed, as long as we took it slow. Daniel said he’d support whatever I did.  
 
    Lou and Stan had a wonderful surprise waiting for us when we arrived back at The Inn two days before the wedding. Ben, the singer, and his pregnant wife, Carly were there, and Bret, or Ben, if he wasn’t a personal friend, planned to sing before and after the ceremony. He and Daniel worked out the details, but neither would tell me what song they’d chosen.  
 
    Carly assisted Lou with the wedding details, and she and I bonded well. She even invited me to her baby shower.  
 
    The wedding went off without a hitch, just like the wedding in that rom-com I struggled to finish. Oh, and it hit the bestseller list, topping Daniel’s. We’d already been in discussions for the movie rights with the production company working on his movie.  
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 Chapter One 
 
    The sun's blistering hot rays beat down and singed my skin. Rays so intense even the shaded woods and sunscreen didn't stop the burning. I sprinted, sucking in big gulps of air. I needed shelter and chastised myself for parking my car two miles away. I knew I couldn't keep this pace for two more miles.  
 
    Pebbles and rocks pelted me like hail during a Georgia winter storm. They bounced off my head, pinged me on my arms and legs. It would have been funny if it didn't hurt.  
 
    Out of energy, I found relief under an oak tree. I pressed my back against it, wincing as the bark pierced my skin, but knowing it hurt less than the rocks. I bent over, hands on my knees, and drew in air, hoping to catch my breath, when another rock clipped me on my right knee. "Knock it off," I yelled.  
 
    Another rock dropped through the tree's branches and smacked my head. I rubbed the spot and noticed a bump already forming. "Ouch, that hurt."  
 
    One more the size of a small lemon plopped down at my feet, but at least it didn't make contact with my battered body. I picked it up and tossed it between my hands. "This ain't gonna work. I can't hear you, let alone see you. My psychic juju's out of whack, so unless you can spell with these rocks, you're screwed. Capiche?" 
 
    The rocks stopped but only for a short time.  
 
    "Thank God." I hit play on my iPhone and ran. Halfway through the first song, another rock smacked me on the head. My face tightened and through pressed lips, I said, "Enough already. I can't help you. If I could, don't you think I would, just to stop the darn rock attack?"  
 
    A small tree branch cracked me on the arm. "Now that's just rude." One by one, rocks battered my legs. I doubled my pace, feeling the tiredness in my legs kick in. "Boy, you're a testy one, huh?"  
 
    The rocks hit me at breakneck speed, and no matter how fast I ran I couldn't escape them.  
 
    I knew it took copious amounts of energy for ghosts to move objects. Usually they wore out quickly and had to disappear to recoup that energy, so I egged the ghost on, hoping to tire it out enough to make it go away.  
 
    My heart pounded. I picked up my pace. "Is that all you got? Come on, Casper. Bring it." I thrust out my chest and sprinted for a full minute, jumping over tree stumps and thrown rocks. I relished my ability to conquer an unseen competitor and did my best Rocky Balboa imitation, hands in the air and cheering—until I tripped and face-planted - into a pile of animal poop. "Crap." 
 
    I pulled off my tee shirt, exposing my workout bra, wiped my face with the shirt, and waited. The rocks stopped. I'd worn out the ghost, but it one-upped me with the face-plant. "Touché," I said, and sulked the rest of the way to my car.  
 
    I'd lost the ability to hear and see ghosts after my father died six months ago, but that hadn't stopped them from trying to connect. I understood the desperate need for closure, for a final chance to say I love you or ask for forgiveness. I needed something similar because when I lost my father and my gift I also lost my connection to my mother, whose spirit had been a constant in my life for almost a year. 
 
    All of my efforts to fix my gift had failed, and when a ghost tried to connect, it just left both the ghost and me frustrated and annoyed. 
 
    *** 
 
    On the drive home I called my best friend Mel and told her about the face-plant. "So I had another one," I said. 
 
    "Did you see it?"  
 
    "Nope."  
 
    "Hear it?"  
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "What did it do?"  
 
    "Attacked me."  
 
    "What? How?" She asked.  
 
    "Threw rocks at me."  
 
    She giggled. "Ticked it off, huh?"  
 
    "Maybe just a little."  
 
    "Uh huh." 
 
    "My entire body will be purple by this time tomorrow."  
 
    "Could be worse," she said. 
 
    "It is."  
 
    "Oh, crap."  
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "Huh?" She asked.  
 
    "Crap."  
 
    "Speak English, please."  
 
    "Says the Asian."  
 
    "Born and raised in New Jersey, baby. Tell me what happened." 
 
    So I did.  
 
    I held the phone away from my ear while she laughed. "You done?" I whined.  
 
    "You just made my crappy day better." She busted out laughing at her own joke.  
 
    "Are you at Fowler Park?" Mel asked. 
 
    "Nope. The bike trail at Central Park." 
 
    "I hate that place." 
 
    "You hate running, not the place."  
 
    "You're right."  
 
    "If you ran more often, you'd probably beat me once in a while." 
 
    "I just let you win."  
 
    "Uh huh."  
 
    "I don't want you to feel bad," she said.  
 
    I laughed. "You and Nick up for dinner tonight? I'm thinking Mexican."  
 
    She let out a loud sigh. "Nick's gotta work." 
 
    "Again? How many Saturdays in a row is that now?" 
 
    "Six."  
 
    Mel had reason to complain about Nick's work schedule. After my mother died, he worked every weekend for several months. Mel had been frustrated then, too. 
 
    "That sucks."  
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "Is everything okay at his job?" 
 
    Another loud sigh. "Heck if I know. We barely talk anymore." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Mel backpedaled. "It's not a biggie. Don't worry about it."  
 
    "Um, hello. Best friend code? You tell me everything and I tell you everything, remember?" 
 
    "Not when one best friend just lost both parents. You've got enough on your plate."  
 
    "I didn't just lose them," I said. "And there's always room on my plate for your stuff, too."  
 
    "Fine. I'll tell you, but not on the phone. The walls have ears. How about Starbucks, tomorrow morning? Say eight o'clock?"  
 
    "Sounds great."  
 
    "Okay. See you then."  
 
    "I'm worried. Are you okay?"  
 
    "Not really, but we'll talk tomorrow." 
 
    That was Mel's way of telling me to drop the subject, so I did.  
 
    "Okay. Call or text if you need me."  
 
    "Always do."  
 
    I wrinkled my nose. I smelled feces and rolled down my windows for the rest of the drive home. When I got there, I walked into the kitchen and smacked right into my husband, Jake.  
 
    He scrunched up his face and backed away. "Good God, woman, you smell like crap."  
 
    "Literally or figuratively?" 
 
    "Literally."  
 
    "There's a reason for that."  
 
    *** 
 
    I woke up at three a.m. drenched from night sweats. After a quick, cold shower, I was wide awake and cranky, so I grabbed my phone and brand new bifocals and went to the den. My Pit-Greyhound mix Gracie followed. 
 
    I'd been waking up soaked for a few months and was probably in the throes of peri-menopause but wasn't ready to fully admit it.  
 
    I sent Mel a text, something I always did when I couldn't sleep. "Woke up soaked again. Stupid Eve. I hate her. Hope you're okay." I firmly believed that Eve was responsible for all women's ailments, from periods to childbirth, to sagging breasts. Had she not taken the first bite of that apple, I was sure men would be popping out kids and wearing tampons. I hated Eve.  
 
    I powered on the TV and clicked through the channels until Mark Harmon and his NCIS crew appeared. I texted Mel again and complained, but she didn't respond. She was probably sleeping. Cold, I wrapped my mother's old plaid blanket around me and snuggled into the crook of the chair, Gracie at my feet. Tiredness eventually kicked in, and my eyes struggled to stay open until they finally gave in to sleep.  
 
    Something crashed to the floor and jolted me from my slumber. I switched on the light, scanned the room, and that's when I saw it—a rock the size of a lemon, sitting on the floor in front of the TV console. "Well I'll be damned."  
 
    Gracie, awake and on high alert, sniffed the air. Her ears dropped and she moved closer to me, both signs of fear. I rubbed her head, comforting us both. "What's wrong, Gracie girl?"  
 
    I did a quick ghost check, running down the list of common signs of paranormal activity. Though the room had been chilly, the temperature returned to normal. No unusual smells, no sense of being watched, nothing touching me, and no creepy sounds, but my gut told me something was up. I hoped it was my mother, but Gracie knew Ma both dead and alive and wouldn't be scared of her. Just in case, I said, "Ma," but got no reply, not that I thought I would.  
 
    I stiffened. The idea of an unknown ghost in my house made me uncomfortable. My house, my turf, and I didn't like having it invaded. I sent Mel another text, hoping my desperation would somehow transmit through the cell towers and wake her. "THERE'S A GHOST IN MY DEN! WAKE UP!"  
 
    She didn't reply, so I clicked off the TV, threw the blanket down, and bolted up the stairs, with Gracie at my heels. I jumped in bed and snuggled up next to Jake. He moved closer, spooning his body around mine, and let his hands wander.  
 
    "Oh, yeah." Jake considered snuggling foreplay. Jake thought of as breathing foreplay, too. In truth Jake believed being alive was foreplay.  
 
    "There's a ghost in the den," I whispered. 
 
    "Uh huh." His hands wandered lower.  
 
    "I could feel it, Jake."  
 
    "Uh huh."  
 
    I pushed his hands away and sat up. "Jake, there's a ghost in the den!" 
 
    He opened his eyes. "I heard you, Ang. What do you want me to do, go down and beat it with a baseball bat?" 
 
    "Yes, please."  
 
    He sat up and turned on the nightstand light. "Okay, go to the garage and get Josh's old bat."  
 
    I punched him in the arm. "Not funny."  
 
    "Good grief," he said and crawled out of bed. "Be right back."  
 
    "My hero." I lay back down and pulled the covers up to my chin. Gracie jumped onto the bed, turned in circles and finally settled next to me, right on top of Jake's pillow. I laughed, knowing how he hated that. 
 
    A minute later Jake was back. "Great," he said, pushing the dog off of the bed. "Now my pillow is going to smell like dog ass." 
 
    "Well?" I asked, keeping the covers up near my chin. 
 
    He climbed back into bed, scooted up close to me, and assured me the coast was clear, and then went back to letting his hands wander. I wasn't so sure but exhaustion replaced fear, and my eyes once again lost their battle with sleep. Poor Jake didn't get lucky because I was out within seconds.  
 
    *** 
 
    Mel was sitting at our regular Starbucks table, twisting her wedding ring around her finger, waiting for me. Her hair, pulled up in a ponytail, looked less stellar than usual. She had both drinks on the table, as always. 
 
    I set my purse down and sat across from my friend. "Sorry I'm late. Rough night."  
 
    "I read." She handed me my coffee. 
 
    "Thanks. Next one's on me." 
 
    "Baristas already know that. So what happened?" 
 
    "I finally fell asleep on the chair in the den and all of a sudden I heard something hit the wood floor, and it was a freaking rock. I ran upstairs, got Jake, and made him check. He said everything was fine, but it's not like he can see ghosts anyway. I felt guilty for waking him up, though."  
 
    "Did he try to get lucky?" 
 
    "Do bears crap in the woods?"  
 
    She laughed, and I saw a slight glimmer in her mostly bloodshot eyes. "Wouldn't a more appropriate question be, does Angela face-plant into bear crap in the woods?" 
 
    "Touché."  
 
    "Sorry I wasn't up," she said through a yawn. "I took two Ambien and was out before nine." She took the lid off her coffee, swirled the cup in circles and took a drink. "Nick is cheating on me."  
 
    My chin dropped. "Shut the front door."  
 
    "If I'm lyin', I'm dyin'." 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "A woman knows when her husband's pounding someone else's punani pavement."  
 
    Pounding someone else's punani pavement? 
 
    Mel's marriage wasn't perfect, but it seemed stable. Sure, she complained about the same things most women did—he worked too much, burped too much, passed too much gas, that kind of stuff, but pounding someone else's punani pavement was a serious accusation. "You can't be right, Mel."  
 
    "He's banging his new assistant."  
 
    "But how do you know?" 
 
    "His work schedule, for starters. It's practically twenty-four seven like it was after your mom died."  
 
    "Maybe they've got a big project or something. Working late doesn't always equate to an affair." 
 
    "It did before, after your mom died."  
 
    Before? "What?" 
 
    She pulled her hair out of its ponytail and ran her hand through the long, black strands. "Nick made me promise not to say anything but I should have known not to listen. He just didn't want to look bad because he knew he'd do it again."  
 
    My skin tingled. I couldn't believe there'd been a first time, let alone a second. "How'd you find out about the first time? I can't believe you never told me." 
 
    "Your mother had just died. I wasn't going to drop a bomb like that on you." 
 
    I was shocked. Nick didn't seem like the kind of guy who'd cheat on his wife. "Did he actually admit to it then?" 
 
    She nodded. "Yup. When I told him I knew he was doing it, he did."  
 
    "What made you think he was cheating?" 
 
    "Typical cheating signs. Working late, smelling freshly showered when he got home, no interest in sex." She stared into her cup. "Stuff like that."  
 
    "Wow." 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    I couldn't think of anything more to say.  
 
    "I'm divorcing him."  
 
    "I'm sorry." I covered her hand with mine. "Are you sure that's what you want?" 
 
    "My kids will be heartbroken, but I can't live with someone who's unfaithful. I just can't." She pulled her hand from mine and stared at her wedding ring. 
 
    "So what happens now?" 
 
    "I need proof of the affair. I don't want my kids to blame me. I want them to know the truth."  
 
    "They're young, Mel. They're not going to blame you."  
 
    "I know they won't now, but I want something in writing so when they're older they can see it if need be."  
 
    That made sense, so I nodded.  
 
    "Can you help me?"  
 
    "Abso-freaking-lutely. We'll nail his ass to the wall." 
 
    "We're gonna need your mom." 
 
    My heart sank. "Fran? For what?" 
 
    "For spying, you know, like she did with your kids." 
 
    My mother did help keep an eye on my daughter Emily during a rough time, but that was when I could see and hear her. "You know I can't communicate with her." 
 
    "But you're still connected to that world somehow, and that has to mean something. You haven't completely lost your gift if ghosts are still trying to contact you. That could have been her yesterday, and last night, and the countless other times stuff has happened."  
 
    "I know, but I can't hear or see them, and those are important pieces to be missing, you know? Besides, it didn't feel like Fran throwing those rocks at me, and last night Gracie was scared. She wouldn't be scared of my mother." 
 
    "Well then, for the sake of me and all of the ghosts trying to communicate with you, you need to get your gift back, pronto."  
 
    "Easier said than done."  
 
    "Maybe Linda can help?"  
 
    I'd been working with Linda, my psychic counselor, ever since my mother returned from the dead. Linda helped me work through the kinks of my gift and assured me I wasn't crazy. Lately we'd focused on fixing my gift, but so far nothing we tried worked.  
 
    Mel picked up her phone and poked the screen with her index finger.  
 
    "What are you doing?"  
 
    "Calling Linda."  
 
    Oh boy. She was determined, and Mel in determined mode was scary. It ranked second to Mel in don't screw with my kids mode, which was feared worldwide. "Don't bother. I'm seeing her tomorrow." 
 
    Her eyes stayed glued to her phone. 
 
    "Mel?"  
 
    She looked up. "I'm sorry. Think she'll do it?"  
 
    "Do what?" 
 
    "Talk to Fran." She touched her neck with her fingers. "Didn't I just say that?" 
 
    "Nope."  
 
    "Oh." She tilted her head and gave me a half smile. "Sorry. My brain is working faster than my mouth." 
 
    "That's a first."  
 
    "Har dee har har."  
 
    "And I doubt she will. She said she wouldn't talk to my mother until she thought I was ready."  
 
    "But this isn't for you." 
 
    "I'm not sure that'll matter." 
 
    "Can you at least ask?" 
 
    "Of course."  
 
    "Thanks," she said. 
 
    "Do you think Nick knows you know?"  
 
    She rolled her eyes, which wasn't as annoying as when my daughter did it. "That would require him to talk to me so, no."  
 
    "What a tool."  
 
    "I prefer cheating rat bastard."  
 
    "Good one." I sipped my coffee. "I bet we can dig up some dirt on Nick without my mother." 
 
    Mel raised her eyebrows. "Go on."  
 
    I grabbed my phone and searched the Internet for how to catch your spouse cheating. 
 
    Mel moved her chair over to my side of the table. She looked at my phone. "You know I've done that, right?" 
 
    I nodded. "I figured, but look, there's all kinds of phone apps and stuff you could put on his phone." I swiped my phone's screen between different websites.  
 
    She tapped her chin with a finger. "Too risky. I don't wanna do that. We need to follow him, find out where he's banging his assistant." 
 
    I put down my phone. "Uh, he knows our cars." 
 
    "Yeah, but if we're careful, he won't see them."  
 
    "I'm not sure that's a good idea."  
 
    "Well, other than using your mother, it's the only one I can think of."  
 
    "Lemme think about it for a bit, okay? I don't want to rush into doing anything that could make things worse for you." 
 
    She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. "I've got nothing but time."  
 
    "Are you keeping track of money and stuff?"  
 
    She nodded. "Yeah, for the most part. I'm writing down anything and everything. I researched divorce laws in Georgia. It's a no-fault state—which I think is a bunch of crap, but if I have proof, I think I'll have a better chance of getting what I want from him." 
 
    "You're probably right." 
 
    Mel rubbed her forehead and exhaled deeply. "I can't believe this is happening." 
 
    I rubbed her arm. "Me neither. I'm so sorry." 
 
    "Fran could get me what I need, you know?"  
 
    "I know." 
 
    "We gotta get your gift back, and not just for me, but for you, too. I know how much you miss your parents."  
 
    She was right about that. "I know. I'm doing all I can, but so far it's not working."  
 
    "Well, maybe Linda will have a solution."  
 
    I didn't think she would, but I didn't say that to Mel. Right now she needed to stay as positive as possible. I drank the last of my coffee. "Do you want a refill?" 
 
    "Nah. I need to run to the grocery store and get home. The kids will be up soon."  
 
    I walked her to her car. "I'm here for you, you know."  
 
    We hugged. "I know."  
 
    I cried on my drive home. In the past few years, my life had been a rollercoaster ride full of loops and twists and stomach-shocking hills, and I couldn't catch my breath. I longed for the consistency of the mundane, of my old life, but deep down, I knew that life was gone forever. 
 
    *** 
 
     I pulled into our cul-de-sac and saw Jake mowing the lawn, and my kids, Josh and Emily, arguing next to the driveway. I debated turning around and driving away but Jake waved, and I blew that thought. I wouldn't have gotten far anyway because as much as my family drove me insane, they were mine and I loved them—most of the time, anyway.  
 
    I parked in the garage, got out of the car, and stepped between my kids. "Can't you at least pretend to get along?" I yelled over the sound of the mower. 
 
    Emily's face was red. "Josh is gettin' all up in my business and, like, it's pissing me off." Her hands moved to the flow of her frustration. 
 
    I gave my seventeen-year-old, smart-mouthed daughter the stink eye. "Language, Emily."  
 
    She cowered, her shoulders sinking. "Well, he is."  
 
    "What exactly does that mean, getting all up in your business?" I asked.  
 
    "He was reading my Facebook posts." 
 
    Josh pushed his chest out and held his chin up. "Was not." 
 
    Emily narrowed her eyes at her brother. "Was too."  
 
    "Was not."  
 
    I glowered at my husband mowing the lawn in blissful oblivion. I hated lawn work but would have traded that for dealing with my kids in a heartbeat. "You have two thousand Facebook friends, Emily, and you don't even know two hundred people."  
 
    "So." 
 
    "So you don't care if strangers see your posts, but you throw a hissy fit if your brother does?" 
 
    Josh smirked and puffed his chest out further. 
 
    "Yeah," she said, completely unaware of how ridiculous that sounded.  
 
    "Then don't leave your Facebook open on the iPad, stupid," Josh said, mimicking his sister's whine.  
 
    It was Josh's turn to get the stink eye.  
 
    "Shut up, loser," Emily said.  
 
    I threw my hands in the air. "All right. Guess what time it is." Every time my kids argued, I made them hug. It reminded them of their familial connection and made them feel silly—a win-win in my opinion. "It's hug time! Oh yeah!" I hummed, bouncing from foot to foot.  
 
    Both kids wrinkled their noses and flinched. "No, Mom. Please," they said in unison. At least they'd agreed on something.  
 
    "Too late." I wiggled my eyebrows and laughed. "Y’all forced me to do it, now go ahead. I'm waiting." I gently pushed on both of their backs, urging them to come together. They groaned but acquiesced. Emily stuck her finger in her mouth and gagged.  
 
    I held back a giggle and said, "That doesn't count. Do it again."  
 
    Josh balked. "Mama, come on. I did it."  
 
    "Emily gagged. It doesn't count."  
 
    "Why'd you have to do that?" He asked her, and then just barely wrapped his arms around her in another hug.  
 
    They both made gagging faces. "Wow, so dramatic." I made a gagging face for them.  
 
    "Mom," Emily said, her voice strained. "You need to teach him to, like, keep his hands off of stuff that doesn't belong to him."  
 
    "It's the family iPad," he said. 
 
    Josh had a point, but more importantly, Emily was guilty of her own complaint. She touched my stuff on a daily basis, and it made me so mad I'd practically grown horns. "Pot calling the kettle black there, Em." 
 
    She rolled her eyes—my biggest Emily pet peeve. "I don't touch other people’s stuff, Mom." 
 
    I picked my jaw up off the ground. If I couldn't find something, I just had to look in her bedroom. I could usually find it buried under piles of clothes. "Oh no, you did not just say that."  
 
    She eye-rolled me again, and the vein in my forehead throbbed. I pressed on it just in case it tried to pop out.  
 
    "That's different, Mom. Like, just make him stop, please." She bounced on the tips of her toes.  
 
    I clenched my jaw. Her ability to separate herself from her wrong-doing was fascinating. "There is a solution to the problem, you know."  
 
    She stuck her tongue out at her brother. "See, I told you Mom would, like, side with me."  
 
    He curled his upper lip at her.  
 
    "Emily," I said. "Mothers don't take sides. We review the situation and make a fair and educated decision based on the evidence presented." 
 
    "So you're gonna, like, tell him to stop sticking his nose in my business, right?" 
 
    "Nope. I'm gonna tell you to delete your Facebook account, Em. Problem solved."  
 
    Josh double fist-pumped the air. "Yes!"  
 
    Emily threw her hands up and stomped into the house saying, "He's totally your favorite."  
 
    I turned to Josh and nodded. "That went well."  
 
    Josh laughed. "Yup."  
 
    *** 
 
    Emily stayed in her room until she had to leave for work a few hours later. After dinner, Jake and Josh bonded over video games, so I had some much-needed alone time. Linda had given me a month-long homework assignment—to practice meditating. I'd tried several times, but my brain couldn't chill out. Instead of repeating calm, relaxing chants, I'd sing entire versions of 1980s pop rock songs, something at which I excelled. Since Linda and I had an appointment in a few days, I wanted to give the meditation one last shot.  
 
    It was a beautiful night. The sky was clear, and stars shone like a Lite Brite board filled with only white pegs, so I sat in a chair on our deck, closed my eyes and tried to relax. Male crickets chirped their mating songs as male frogs croaked for the same reason. I pictured crickets and frogs having sex. A bird sang, and I sang back, though less in tune than my feathered partner. I thought about birds having sex, but only until I realized they didn't actually perform the act, at which point I just felt stupid.  
 
    The breeze picked up, ruffling the leaves on the trees. It almost sounded like a whispered, Ah Madone—my mother's favorite expression. I stilled and listened closely. "Ma? Are you here?" A frog croaked. "Got a frog in your throat?" I laughed at my joke. "Come on, Ma, that was funny."  
 
    I heard nothing but silence. I sat again and contemplated another meditation attempt but knew it was hopeless. I was tired, so I gave up and went to bed.  
 
    Face washed, hair brushed, and Elmo pajamas on—I knew how to dress sexy for bed—I did another Internet search on catching cheaters. Every site said the same thing. Get phone records, credit card receipts, bank statements, and the like. I did a search for how to follow someone in a car and not get caught and came across a private investigator site full of tips and tricks to catch cheating spouses. The site said the most important tool was record keeping. Everything from who the spouse claimed to see, where they went, what times they were gone, etc. I copied and pasted some of the information into a text to Mel. She sent a return text asking if I would be willing to follow him soon.  
 
    "Sure. Will call you tomorrow."  
 
    *** 
 
    That night I dreamed my mom and I were standing in the kitchen of my childhood home. She was making my favorite Italian cookies, pizzelles, and appeared as she did before cancer ravaged her body, full-figured with a tiny waist. I resembled the nine-year-old Angela, buckteeth, pigtails, and not even remotely attractive.  
 
    "Why are you gone, Ma?" I asked, picking at a cookie.  
 
    "Ah Madone. I'm not gone. Just 'cause you can't see me don't mean I'm gone," she said.  
 
    "Dad's dead." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "It hurts," I said.  
 
    "I know." 
 
    "I need you, Ma. It's hard without you."  
 
    "You gotta do the work."  
 
    "But how? I don't know how." I handed her a Barbie with its head missing. "I can't fix her by myself."  
 
    She said, "I know. I got it covered," and then she shimmered away.  
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    The Inn at Laurel Creek 
 
    DO YOU BELIEVE IN LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT?   CARLY HOWARD DOESN'T. 
 
    Frustrated and hurt by the news of her ex-boyfriend's pending marriage to a virtual stranger, Carly escapes to a small-town bed and breakfast in the mountains of North Georgia to heal her wounded heart.  
 
    At the Inn Carly meets struggling musician Ben, and their instant connection is undeniable. Even though she knows next to nothing about the sexy singer with the crooked smile and sensitive soul, that doesn't stop her heart from suddenly feeling like it’s home.    
 
    Can Carly’s newfound feelings survive when she discovers Ben isn't who he seems?  
 
      
 
    Unfinished Business An Angela Panther Mystery 
 
    Stay at home wife and mother Angela Panther has a gift: she can talk to the dead.  
 
    She just doesn’t know it. Yet.  
 
    Long suppressed and forgotten, her gift resurfaces with the death of her mother. Angela considers it a curse, preferring her happy, albeit a tad dull life—fulfilling marriage, overly dramatic daughter, son’s lacrosse games and coffee dates with her BFF to dealing with the unfinished business of the dead. 
 
    However, the dead just don’t care. They know she can get messages to their loved ones, and when they need help, it’s Angela they haunt. 
 
    As Angela reluctantly delivers messages and crosses over spirits, her mother stays, refusing to go until her own unfinished business is handled, matters that concern her family.  
 
    Can Angela discover the truth behind her mother’s decision to stay, and if she does, will her heart survive? 
 
      
 
      
 
    In UNFINISHED BUSINESS AN ANGELA PANTHER MYSTERY, #1 AMAZON bestselling author Carolyn Ridder Aspenson introduces her now trademark blend of witty dialog and laugh out loud banter in the first book of her hilarious and heartwarming paranormal chick lit, cozy mystery series, the Angela Panther Mystery series.   
 
      
 
    This book was a finalist in the 2014 Rone Awards from InD'Tale Magazine.  
 
      
 
    Unbreakable Bonds An Angela Panther Mystery 
 
    When you're a psychic medium and your best friend needs help catching her husband cheating, what do you do? You get your dead mother to get the goods on him, that's what.  
 
      
 
    When Angela first discovered her gift to gab with ghosts, she fought it tooth and nail. But the second she decided it wasn't so bad—as long as she kept it from going viral—tragedy hit, and the universe decided to teach her a lesson.  
 
    With her psychic service disconnected, Angela discovers spirits still find ways to communicate; she’s just not sure who’s doing what, and why.   
 
    When her best friend Mel suspects her husband of cheating, she asks Angela to help her prove it. They concoct the perfect plan, but to make it work, they'll need help from Angela's mother. There's just one tiny little problem—Fran's dead.  
 
    As the duo works to catch the cheater, Angela struggles to decipher messages she assumes are from her mother, messages that intensify in their urgency.  
 
    Only the messages aren’t from Fran.  
 
    Angela finally figures out the messages and knows if she delivers them, she’ll regain her gift, and her secret will go viral. If she doesn’t, her gift is gone forever, and so is her connection to her mother.  
 
    Now Angela must choose between the happiness of the spirit’s family and her fears of damaging her own.   
 
      
 
    In UNBREAKABLE BONDS, AN ANGELA PANTHER MYSTERY, bestselling cozy mystery author Carolyn Ridder Aspenson’s snarky dialog and hilarious banter between psychic medium Angela and her best friend Mel will keep you laughing, and the touching scenes between the living and the dead will tug at your heart strings and bring tears to your eyes.  
 
      
 
    Uncharted Territory An Angela Panther Mystery 
 
    It’s one thing to get attitude from her own teenagers, but when Angela Panther’s newest ghost in distress is an in-her-face, snarky teenage boy, the psychic medium lays down the law.  
 
      
 
    When an unidentified fourteen-year-old boy takes a dive off an interstate overpass, to solve the case, Atlanta area detective Aaron Banner calls Angela to get the truth about his junior John Doe. Was it suicide or murder?  
 
    The problem is, the spirit can't remember who he was, or the night he died, and prefers Angela focus on an unknown energy. 
 
    Bright lights and the big city mean exciting times for Angela and her BFF Mel, but soon the duo ventures into the dark underbelly of Atlanta and come face-to-face with a gang of saggy-pantsed hoodlums ready to take them out.  
 
    Will Angela and Mel discover the truth about the boy’s death and the unknown energy, and make it home alive, or wind up DOA on the slabs next to the junior John Doe?  
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