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			Chapter One

			“You have frosting on your nose.”

			Larkin O’Neill rubbed her forearm across her face without looking up. The fluffy clouds she was piping onto the top of the three-layer cake had to be just so, and a little food on her face was the least of her concerns. “Better?”

			“Well . . . it’s at least more evenly distributed,” her friend Emma responded.

			Larkin grinned and squeezed the piping bag, finishing the second cloud. “Cool. I like symmetry.” There had been a time, not long ago, when Larkin would have found being observed by the perfectly put together half of the Henry sisters a little unnerving, and she didn’t fluster easily. Now, though, Emma was a good friend, which made her a welcome distraction. Larkin loved to talk while she baked. Or decorated. Or . . . well, mostly she just loved to talk, provided the company was good.

			One of her favorite things about Petite Treats, her little bakery on Harvest Cove’s square, was the ready availability of good company. Her pink, white, and turquoise haven—complete with scattered unicorns and long glass cases full of sugary wonder—had become one of the Cove’s best spots for friendly conversation. She wouldn’t have it any other way.

			Larkin stepped back, planted her hands on her hips, and studied her creation. “Well?” Emma asked, tilting her head as she gave the cake a thorough once-over.

			“Is it done? I haven’t seen you make one like this before.”

			Larkin glanced at her and smiled. Even in the cold, miserable depths of February, Emma Henry managed to look as fresh and bright as a spring daisy. Her dark brown hair was pulled up into a bun, and she wore a dress—which in this weather demonstrated a level of commitment to fashion that Larkin knew she would never be able to muster—of white wool, with a thin black belt and black tights and a pair of cute little snow boots that Larkin suspected would be neither little nor cute if she bought them in her own size. The entire effect was charming. It also, in her opinion, required entirely too much work to pull off.

			I’m doomed to wear ripped jeans forever. Oh well. I’d rather be comfortable and smell like a cookie.

			“Almost done. Can’t forget the most important part.” Larkin returned to the table, opened a small plastic package, and set about bending a sweet-and-sour rainbow to arch between the whipped cream clouds. When it was done, she made a fist. “Yessss. Rainbow cake achieved! I do good work.”

			Emma laughed. “It is adorable.”

			Larkin admired the tall, cylindrical cake. The design was simple—three layers, with pale yellow buttercream frosting setting off the sugar confetti scattered about the bottom third of the cake, and a cheerful rainbow at the top. Once it got to where it was going, the cake would sit on a short pastel pink pedestal with scalloped edges, a nod to the gender of Brynn’s soon-to-be niece. And, of course, there would be more sugar confetti. There was always room for more sugar confetti.

			“I love it,” she said with a nod. “I’ve only done this cake a couple of times before, but it’s so cute for a baby shower. I’m just glad Brynn agreed with me.”

			“Brynn has good taste,” Emma said. “And she really wants to make this a nice shower for her sister. I still think she’s crazy for having it at her house, but—”

			“Oh, it’ll be fine,” Larkin said, waving her hand. “Her house is super cute, and there are only, what, ten people going? Little party, little house, little cake, big pile of presents . . . sounds awesome to me. I just have to get this over there before she starts to worry.” She popped the top onto her cake carrier, gathered the few items she’d need to finish up at Brynn’s, and pulled her apron over her head. “Want to come with? We can probably talk her into a mimosa in the kitchen before we have to clear out.”

			Brynn Parker was Emma’s assistant at her event planning company, Occasions by Emma, and Larkin had worked with the bubbly redhead often enough that they’d been friendly long before they’d gotten around to actually hanging out. She and her employer were two peas in a pod in a lot of ways, Larkin thought with a smile—bright, beautiful, driven, and weirdly addicted to uncomfortable shoes. Though as she’d discovered these past few months, Emma was substantially better at karaoke than her counterpart.

			“Can’t. Wish I could,” Emma replied. “I’ve got the setup for an evening wedding to deal with, and Seth is making us a late dinner and renting movies.”

			“He’s cooking? Seth doesn’t cook.” Emma’s fiancé had some fine qualities—and he was a sexy thing to boot—but Larkin had never seen the man do anything in the kitchen that required more than the use of the microwave.

			Emma frowned lightly, looking perturbed. “He bought a cookbook. And groceries. And then when I tried to look in the bags, he physically removed me from the kitchen.”

			Larkin smiled. “Aw. He wants to make food for you.”

			“He swears he knows how. I just hope he doesn’t make fire for me instead. I don’t think we can handle another man who burns water in this family.”

			“Poor Jake.” Larkin laughed. Emma’s sister was married to Jake Smith, the local vet. Nice guy. Legendarily bad cooking skills. He did keep trying, but the jury was out on whether or not that was a good thing. “So that’s why you came to see me today,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “You got kicked out.”

			“That’s not the only reason,” Emma said. “I also heard you had cookies. Big chocolatey chocolate chip cookies.” She grinned. “And I had to get a couple of things from the apartment.”

			“Oh, I see how it is. I’m being used for witty repartee and baked goods. Mostly baked goods.” Larkin heaved an exaggerated sigh. “I assume you saw the cookies on your way in.”

			“I may or may not have bought a bag of them for myself, which may or may not be sitting behind the counter with Aimee as we speak.”

			“Hmm.” Larkin brushed her hands absently down her shirt. “The weeks I have chocolatey chocolate chip cookies are the weeks I wonder why I ever bother to make any other flavors. This is a town of chocoholics.”

			“This is a world of chocoholics. Don’t act like you’re immune. I’ve seen you get into the batter while you’re working.”

			Larkin snorted. “I’m powered by cake batter and cookie dough. I deny nothing. So have you decided what you’re going to do with the apartment yet? I can ask around if you’re looking for a renter.”

			“I might be.” Emma huffed a stray lock of hair out of her face. “I don’t want to sell it. That’s definite. It’s right above the shop, and I’m attached.”

			“You also want to keep some control over who’s banging around up there. I would, too,” Larkin said.

			Emma had moved in with Seth just before Christmas, leaving her cozy apartment mostly furnished but generally unoccupied. It was so convenient to work that Larkin might have been tempted, but the kitchen was way too small. Even though she did most of her baking right here in the shop, she still liked to have space for it at home. Her own little house might not be a palace, but it had enough room for her to spread out the way she liked.

			It was more than she’d had for a lot of years. And that was more than enough.

			“I feel funny thinking of anyone else up there,” Emma admitted. “But I’m going to have to get used to it.” She offered Larkin a small self-deprecating smile. “We all know how good I am at change.”

			“You’ve got all kinds of change going on. You’re great with change. This is just a really big one.” Larkin walked around the corner of the stainless steel table and wrapped her arms around Emma, propping her chin on the shorter woman’s head. “Do you need a song?”

			“Oh God.” Emma’s voice was muffled. “No.”

			“I think you need a song.”

			“Please. Please no.” But the “no” ended in a desperate giggle, so Larkin began to rock Emma back and forth. She heard a groan.

			“Don’ worry,” she crooned, “’bout a thing. You know why, Emma?”

			“Um—”

			Larkin sang the answer, that everything would be all right, increasing her volume to make up for the fact that she wasn’t exactly on key.

			“Larkin, Bob Marley is rolling in his grave right now,” Emma mumbled into Larkin’s arm.

			Larkin kept singing at the top of her lungs, all the while pretending to tune out her friend’s protests.

			“You are totally losing customers right now.” Emma was laughing again, allowing herself to be rocked from side to side.

			As she sang, Larkin stumbled sideways, and the two of them yelped as she crashed them, as gently as possible, into the counter. A stack of measuring cups tipped over, clattering to the floor. Larkin got one look at Emma’s mussed hair and amused yet disgruntled expression before throwing back her head and laughing. It was only a second or two before Emma joined her.

			They were noisy enough that the male voice was less of a shock than it might have been.

			“Why don’t I ever get invited to these things?”

			Larkin took a split second to brace herself before she turned her head. Even then, it was hard not to make some sort of stupid yummy noise at the sight of the man standing before them. It didn’t seem to matter how many times she was exposed to him—and that was plenty, since being underfoot was one of his special talents—Shane only seemed to get better-looking. He loomed in the doorway, his big athletic frame seeming just a little too large for his surroundings. His stance was relaxed, thumbs hooked in the pockets of his jeans, a classic, stylish wool coat open over a plain T-shirt. Melting snow puddled around his boots. Larkin forced herself to meet his gaze, pretending she hadn’t taken yet another mental snapshot of his square jaw, the dusting of freckles across the bridge of his nose, the short crop of dark red hair that spiked up, just a little, and probably on purpose.

			Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, there was a gallery dedicated entirely to Shane Sullivan, God of Inappropriate Hotness and General Bad Idea, and that was where she filed away the snapshot, to be savored later when no one could ask her why she was staring off into space and smiling like an idiot.

			His deep-set eyes were crinkled at the corners as he grinned at her, and Larkin offered what she hoped was a cheeky smile back. Even though she was surrounded by baked goods, there was nothing in the shop she would rather take a bite out of than Shane. That was a problem. He was a problem. And because Shane liked being a problem more than just about anything, he would continue to plague her until the day she cracked, threw herself at him, and demanded he take her right there among the pastries.

			Not that she had any fantasies about that sort of thing. Or an entire collection of them with only slight variations. No, sir, she did not.

			“You don’t get invited because you do such a good job inviting yourself,” Larkin said, releasing Emma from her clutches and laughing as her friend tried to smooth down her hair. “I didn’t realize I was having a party back here. Did somebody kick you out of your house, too?”

			“Not recently.” He eyed Emma. “Trouble in paradise?”

			“No. I was kicked out with love, and the promise of a gourmet meal later.” Emma straightened her dress and turned her attention back to Larkin. “I’ll call you tomorrow and tell you if the house burned down. Thanks for the, ah . . . whatever that was.”

			“They were good vibes, and you’re welcome. Don’t eat all the cookies at once.”

			“No promises,” Emma replied with a laugh, though the smile that replaced it seemed slightly stiff when she turned away. “Bye, Shane.” He moved aside to let Emma pass, then sauntered a little farther into the kitchen before glancing behind him, through the doorway to the front of the shop.

			Shane exhaled loudly. “She still doesn’t like me,” he said.

			“Emma? Sure she does.” Actually, Larkin thought it was more “ambivalence” than actual “like,” but it was still an improvement. Besides, Emma wasn’t exactly alone in being less than warm and fuzzy on the subject of Shane. His mouth tended to be as big as he was, and he had a reputation among the female population of Harvest Cove (and the surrounding towns) for being . . . well, kind of a jerk. Kind of a complete jerk.

			And yet here I am, drooling. Of course.

			Larkin sighed. Some things never changed.

			“Got any spare cupcakes?” he asked, as though he knew what she was thinking about. “If you’re testing out anything new, my taste buds are available.”

			She gave him a look, and hated herself just a little when she turned to pick up a small cupcake box from the counter. It was Saturday. He always came in on Saturday. And when she’d been baking this morning, she’d done a test batch of a new recipe and put a few aside for him. His knowing smile when he realized what she’d done turned her insides to mush instantly.

			“I love you,” he said, and her lower belly tied itself into little knots even though it was a phrase he threw around all the time, rarely with any sincerity. She really ought to be immune to it by now.

			“You love my mad baking skills,” Larkin said, walking over to him and poking him in the stomach. Hard as a rock. Naturally. “Here, jerk. Cookies-and-cream brownies. I’m probably putting them on the menu next week, unless they make you projectile vomit.” She smiled. “Or maybe they’re supposed to make you projectile vomit. You’ll have to taste one to see.”

			“Gladly.”

			He took the box from her with a casual brush of his fingers against hers that made her skin tingle. Standing this close, Shane tilted his head to talk to her while she looked up at him. He was probably used to it, she thought—at six foot five, the man was taller than almost everyone—but it was still a novel experience for her. She was five foot ten, a giant among her female friends and eye level with plenty of men. The way he almost enveloped her when there were only a few inches between them felt incredibly intimate. He was so warm that she could feel the heat radiating off him. That alone would have beckoned her closer, but he also smelled good, wearing some kind of dark vanilla musk that made him seem like a sexier extension of her work.

			Sure, fewer clothes, a little frosting . . . Ugh, I need help.

			“I trust you,” he said, his voice dropping. She recognized the twinkle in his dark blue eyes and knew what was coming. “So what do I have to do to get a slow dance and a Bob Marley serenade?”

			Larkin arched one eyebrow. “Find a reggae bar. And a really, really drunk dancing partner.” He might not be able to get a date to save his life these days, thanks to that shining reputation, but he hadn’t let his flirting skills get rusty. Why would they? He had her to practice on, since she couldn’t seem to muster the good sense to send him on his way. It was so hard, though. Shane was like a puppy. A big, cute, slightly obnoxious puppy that ate furniture when left to its own devices but was still kind of irresistible. How dangerous could he be?

			Seriously? Shall we walk down memory lane and reminisce about a few of the winners you’ve pulled into your orbit over the years, Larkin? Here’s a reminder . . . that lane is littered with leather pants and bad decisions.

			“You’re a hard woman, Cupcake Queen.”

			“Hey, you have to be tough to make it on the mean streets of Harvest Cove,” she replied, and was treated to Shane’s low chuckle. Larkin stepped away before she did something stupid, like flirt back, and headed for the cake caddy waiting for her on the counter. Outwardly, she was completely casual. Inside, she was the puddle of goo she always became when he started teasing her this way. She was pretty sure he was just on a mission to make her blush and giggle like all the other leggy blondes he’d probably been through. She’d never seen any of them with him, of course. But the idea of them was bad enough.

			Not happening, Shane. I’m a human fortress. There’s nothing you could throw at me that I haven’t—

			“Ouch, damn it!” She grabbed her elbow, which was shooting off bright sparks of pain where she’d banged it into the edge of the counter. Why couldn’t she just learn to walk like a normal human being? In her path, everything was a hazard. Including her own feet.

			Shane took a step forward, looking concerned. “You okay?” He could barely contain his smile, though Larkin gave him a little credit for at least trying. “How are you not in traction somewhere? Seriously?”

			She waved him off. She’d probably find a way to give herself a head wound if he started fussing over her latest injury. The throbbing subsided quickly to a dull ache quickly enough.

			“I’m fine. Shouldn’t you be, I don’t know, racking up the hours on some case or something?”

			He wrinkled his nose. “Uh, no. I don’t work weekends.”

			She’d never met a lawyer who worked less than Shane, and she’d known a few. Either his father didn’t pay much attention to what his only son and heir was doing, or he just didn’t care. Both scenarios would explain a few things about Shane’s attitude.

			“Nice for you,” she said. The look on his face only reinforced her notion that Shane wasn’t all that enamored of his life’s work. Such a tough life, she thought, to have your undergrad and law school tuitions paid for, with a nice cushy job at daddy’s law firm waiting for you when you came home. She didn’t know what he had to be unhappy about. In the Cove, the Sullivans were A Big Deal, big old house out on the swanky Crescent, invites to the mayor’s exclusive Christmas parties and everything. Larkin breathed in and tried to brush off her annoyance. Shane wasn’t the first spoiled brat she’d encountered in her life . . . she just liked him better than most. Maybe because Shane could admit to being spoiled, even if he didn’t seem all that repentant about it.

			Stop it. Not everyone’s childhood is a crappy Lifetime movie, you know. Larkin rolled her shoulders a little to try to loosen the tension in them. She also began to wish Shane would take his brownies and go away. Some days, the struggle to keep her hands to herself was difficult enough that she preferred to admire him from a distance. Like across town.

			So naturally, instead of leaving the way she wanted him to, he approached the table. I am the all-powerful Jerk Magnet. Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair.

			“What do you have going here?” And just like that, he was beside her again. Larkin bit the inside of her lip and resigned herself to her hormones singing the Hallelujah Chorus for the rest of the day—one of the few things she couldn’t blame him for directly, since he didn’t seem to have any idea of his effect on her. He never would, either, if she had her way.

			“Baby shower cake,” Larkin said, forcing a cheerful, breezy note into her voice. “Brynn is throwing it for her sister. I promised I’d drop the cake over, so I’m headed out soon. Aimee and Jo can hold down the fort while I’m gone.” It was a relief to be able to say that. Jo Bennett might have only been with her a year, but she’d stepped into the role of second-in-command at the bakery as though the job had been tailor-made just for her. Jo was a wonderful, warm, thrillingly competent human being who baked like a dream, especially compared to the string of ill-fitting predecessors Larkin had seen in the years leading up to Jo’s hire. Gushing over her, however, was a surefire way to get frosting lobbed in one’s direction.

			“Huh.” Shane bent to examine what he could see of the cake through the top of the caddy, then looked at his watch, and then at her. The mischievous little quirk of his lips told her she wouldn’t be getting rid of him easily. “You up for some company? I’ll spring for cheesy bacon fries on the way back. I know you probably didn’t eat lunch, and it’s almost two.”

			Yay! I mean, no! I mean . . . Oh God, why does this keep happening?

			“You want to help me deliver a cake to a baby shower?” she asked. “Are you really that bored?” It was almost as surprising as the fact that he’d been paying attention to her eating habits.

			Shane was silent a moment. “How sad is it if I say yes?”

			“Pretty sad.”

			He screwed up his mouth and looked at something on the far wall before returning his gaze to her. “Yeah, I really am that bored. And I don’t feel like eating all those fries by myself, which is what’s going to happen if you turn me down.”

			It was almost endearing. He had a knack for that. “I—” Larkin waffled for exactly half a second. Common sense be damned, she wanted him to come along. He made her laugh, and she genuinely enjoyed him when she wasn’t thinking about climbing him like a tree. Okay, sometimes even while she was thinking about climbing him like a tree. She bit back a frustrated sigh. Honoring her long-ago vow to embrace whatever little pleasures life threw her way had been pretty easy up until those pleasures had stopped being little and started involving Shane.

			But she found that right now, just like always, she couldn’t quite refuse him.

			“Sure. But it had better be a double order of fries,” she added. “Extra bacon. I’m hungry.”

			Shane smiled, and the simple pleasure of it made her day. “Done.”

			“You have to be nice to Brynn, though. You make her nervous.”

			“It’s my abundance of charm.”

			Larkin eyed him. “It’s definitely your abundance of something.” She picked up the cake caddy and headed for the back door. “Come on, minion. Our chariot awaits.”

			Shane winced, following. “Uh . . . I’ll drive.”

			“Nope.” Shane drove a Lexus. Some occasional vehicular humbling was good for him.

			His deep voice rose to something very close to a whine. “Don’t make me ride in the bakery’s van.”

			“You’re the one bored enough on a Saturday to tag along. My van and I are a package deal.”

			“But . . . it’s a van.”

			“Yep.”

			Shane groaned loudly, but he held the cake for her while she shrugged into her coat. The pained expression on his face almost made up for her own sexual frustration. Almost. Larkin slipped out of her lime green sneakers, tugged on her big furry boots, and then took the container back.

			“Still coming?”

			“Yeah.” He lifted the cupcake box hopefully. “Can I at least eat in the van?”

			Larkin rolled her eyes. “Yes. But if you make a mess you have to clean it.”

			“Deal.”

			She walked out ahead of him, and even as she heard the door shut he was beside her, keeping pace to the van with legs even longer than her own. She risked a glance at him, accidentally caught his eye, and felt her cheeks heating despite the cold when he smiled. What was she doing? Grabbing a burger once in a while or throwing some goodies at him when he came into the shop was one thing. But letting him tag along while she was working, just for the hell of it? They were inching into territory she shouldn’t even tiptoe around the edge of. She knew damn well there were some things you couldn’t have—not to mention some things you shouldn’t have—no matter how badly you wanted them.

			Shane Sullivan fell into both categories. And whether or not she ever managed to stop thinking about what he would look like with his clothes off, Harvest Cove was too small a place to risk a fling with the town’s most ineligible bachelor. That was that.

			As Larkin slid behind the wheel, she almost believed it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Shane wasn’t exactly sure how he’d come to be sitting in Brynn Parker’s neat little kitchen in the middle of a Saturday afternoon. But since it meant he got to watch Larkin scatter edible confetti onto a pastel pink cake pedestal—a task she performed with the tip of her tongue poking ever so slightly out one side of her mouth—he didn’t much care. He might be relegated to the outer regions of the friend zone where she was concerned, but at least he got to look at her.

			And when she was messing with baked goods, he didn’t have to be sneaky about enjoying the view.

			“Okay, I know I’m probably making weird faces, but it can’t be that interesting to watch.”

			Shane tried not to wince. Might have misjudged the “sneaky” thing.

			Larkin’s eyes, the green of spring leaves, sparkled with mischief as she looked at him from over the edge of what had to be the girliest cake he’d ever seen. Shane shifted position on his stool, which didn’t seem to have been created with men his size in mind. It creaked in protest, and he wondered whether Brynn’s head would explode if it broke. She’d always struck him as more relaxed than her boss, but her kitchen was unnervingly spotless. And everything was so . . . white.

			Shane lifted one shoulder in a disaffected shrug and smirked. If there was one thing he could still do, it was act like he didn’t give a damn what anyone thought. He’d had plenty of practice.

			“You’re underestimating just how weird the faces you make are,” he told her.

			“Uh-huh. Lean forward a little and say that again.” Larkin scooped some frosting out of the little container she’d brought with her and waggled a finger at him. “I won’t shove it all the way up your nose. I promise.”

			Shane laughed softly, though he couldn’t stop the image of catching her finger in his mouth and sucking the frosting off it flickering to life to taunt him. In a perfect world, she’d already be sliding into his lap to make that happen. In this world, however, she popped the frosting in her own mouth and then went back to fussing over her cake.

			“Why such a little rainbow?” he asked. If he had to make small talk about baked goods to keep her attention on him, so be it. It might be a cheap tactic, but it worked. One of her brows arched as her gaze pinned him.

			“You have a problem with the size of my rainbow?”

			Inwardly, he pumped his fist in triumph, even as his own common sense told him to give it up already. He’d tried. He didn’t know why he kept hanging around. It wasn’t like him. Larkin had made it pretty clear that she wasn’t interested in him romantically. But . . . she was still good company. And beautiful. And for whatever reason, she didn’t hate him. In fact, sometimes, like back at the bakery, he’d swear he wasn’t the only one trying desperately to keep his paws to himself when they were alone together.

			Nope. This is not the time for self-indulgent bullshit. Focus, man.

			“It’s not a problem. I’m just saying that if I had made that cake—which I wouldn’t, because I’m not an eight-year-old girl—I would have gone with a big-ass rainbow,” he said. “The kind of rainbow that makes people change all their ideas about how big a rainbow should be. Maximum rainbow.”

			Larkin’s eyes narrowed, but the corners of her generous mouth curved upward. “Don’t even try to get into a rainbow-measuring contest with me, Sullivan. You’ll lose.”

			He laughed just as Brynn breezed into the kitchen, eyeing him warily on her way by. Shane pretended not to notice. She’d come from the living room, which looked like the scene of some kind of mass explosion of pink and white decorations. Flowers and dainty little goodie bags and some kind of blobby things that he assumed made sense in the context of a baby shower. Not like he’d ever been to one, and not like that was breaking his heart. It wasn’t the kind of party he’d normally crash.

			Which was why Brynn could have been a little nicer about the tiny quiche he’d popped into his mouth on his way by the food trays. She wasn’t as nervous around him as she used to be. He couldn’t decide whether or not that was a good thing.

			“That looks amazing, Larkin,” Brynn said, tucking a lock of long red hair behind one ear as she rounded the small island and examined her friend’s handiwork. “I owe you big.”

			Larkin waved her hand. “No problem. It was fun. I love making the cute ones.”

			“It shows. You could have skipped the bakery and just made cakes for a living,” Brynn said.

			“That would never work.” The words left his mouth before he gave it much thought, and when both women turned their heads to look at him like they were expecting him to say something rude—which, granted, wasn’t an unreasonable expectation—Shane felt uncomfortably like an interloper. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sensation, but it also wasn’t one he wanted to have around Larkin, especially not today. “Larkin would get bored,” he explained. “Just doing cakes would get old for her. Plus it would mess up her thing with Gina, and then we’d never hear the end of how the positive vibes in her life had been ruined or . . . something.”

			Brynn’s lips twitched, and he heard a muffled snort as she gave Larkin a sidelong glance. Brynn was a cute little redhead. More than cute, if he was being honest. He’d actually considered asking her out last spring, but work had sidetracked him. And then he’d asked Emma to get him a date for Jake and Sam’s wedding, and Larkin had blown into his life like a hurricane, and now he couldn’t seem to muster up anything more than detached appreciation for other women’s looks. He didn’t want other women, not that it seemed to help his chances with Larkin. And Larkin . . . well, who the hell knew what Larkin wanted.

			Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory, probably.

			“I don’t talk like that,” she protested, frowning as she looked between the two of them. “You think I talk like that? I’m not a hippie.”

			“Mmm.” Brynn pursed her lips, but her eyes were dancing. Larkin’s mouth curved into a self-deprecating little smile.

			“Okay, I’m not a total hippie.”

			“No. A total hippie wouldn’t have made her bake shop look like Candy Land threw up in it. I’m right anyway,” Shane said. “If you wanted a cake business, you’d have one. Even if it meant a blood feud with Gina Valeri.”

			“Gina might win,” Brynn said. “She’s meaner than you.” Gina did run a cake-decorating business, and Shane knew that since Larkin had strict limits for what she’d take on, she directed a lot of people Gina’s way. The two women were very friendly, from what he knew. But that was a wall he ran up against pretty often—he might have figured out plenty about Larkin’s personality, but her personal life? He knew almost as little as he had when they’d first met. It was a neat trick, seeming so open while managing to be so private.

			An odd look flickered across Larkin’s face, vanishing almost as quickly as it had appeared . . . but there was something fierce about it that surprised Shane. “Gina’s not mean,” she said. “She’s a sweetheart.” Then she turned the full force of her smile on him, and it was like being blasted with sunshine while she deftly changed the subject. “You’re right about the bakery, though. I have a short attention span.”

			“Bull. You seem pretty focused to me.”

			“Shows how much you know.”

			“I know everything.”

			Brynn made a soft disgusted noise and rolled her eyes, but Larkin laughed, which was all that mattered. In Harvest Cove people expected him to be kind of a pompous jackass. She was the only one who treated it like nothing but a funny act. Maybe it had been once, although he wasn’t entirely sure anymore. He’d been playing the role an awfully long time.

			There was something in the way she looked at him—the same heat and spark that had kept him hanging around long past when he would normally have given up and moved on—that banished whatever stupid comment he might have made from his mind before he could even form the words. Instead, Shane simply watched, fascinated, as Larkin’s laughter faded into a warm smile. She didn’t look away, and neither did he. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her look at him quite so closely before, or with so much . . . affection, maybe? He didn’t want to kid himself. Still, he felt the warmth of her gaze heating his skin like sunshine, and he could almost believe . . .

			“Ahem.” It took Brynn’s not-at-all-subtle clearing of her throat for him to realize that an awkward silence had descended over the kitchen. When he finally tore his gaze away from Larkin, he saw that Brynn was watching the two of them with a combination of interest and alarm.

			“Well,” she chirped brightly, her voice slicing through the silence like a knife, “I’ve got to do a few last-minute things before everyone gets here. Not to throw you out—”

			“But you’re throwing us out.” Larkin’s cheeks had gone suspiciously pink, and the smile she directed toward her friend was more forced than he was used to seeing from her. He’d flustered her. Or rather, whatever had passed between them had flustered her. That made two of them. “Don’t worry, Brynn. Even when you’re giving orders you’re nice. I’ll pack up my things and go. I won’t even poke a hole in your pretty cake out of spite.”

			Brynn laughed, but there was a nervous undercurrent to it, and the expression on her face was one he was very familiar with. She clearly didn’t approve of any possible relationship between the two of them. Shane managed to suppress an irritated sigh. It wasn’t like Brynn had anything to worry about. Larkin could handle herself even if anything were going on between them. Which it wasn’t.

			“Shane? Earth to Shane.”

			Larkin’s voice yanked him out of yet another silent, righteous rant on the injustice of his reputation. “Huh?”

			“You? Me? Leaving? Unless you really, really want to stick around for this baby shower. I’m sure Brynn would be happy to have you. You can play the poopy diaper game. It wouldn’t be weird or anything.”

			Brynn wrinkled her pert little nose. “We’re not playing the poopy diaper game. I’ve got a couple of guessing games, but no fake poopy diapers. I drew the line.” She looked at Shane with a flicker of a wicked smile. “We will be making a hat out of ribbons. I suppose you could wear it until—”

			“Nope.” He hopped off the stool so fast that he almost knocked it over. “No, I’m good. I promised Larkin some fries, and I’m hungry. You have fun with all the, ah . . . girl stuff.”

			“We will,” Brynn said sweetly. The hug she gave Larkin was more genuine. “Thanks again, you. Karaoke this week? I owe you a drink, at least.”

			“Absolutely,” Larkin replied. “I’m going for it this time. Larkin channels Eminem.”

			Brynn let out a half laugh, half wail. “Oh God. No.”

			Shane looked between them, confused. That familiar sense of being on the outside looking in bubbled back to the surface, as frustrating as it ever was. What kind of mysterious female things did Larkin and her friends get up to when nobody else was around?

			“Eminem?”

			Larkin looked smug. “I keep telling these girls I know all the words to Eminem’s ‘Lose Yourself.’ They don’t believe me.”

			“We do believe you,” Brynn said, leading the way to the door. “We’ve just begged you not to demonstrate.”

			“You’re no fun. And you can’t stop me.”

			Shane snorted. “I want to see this.”

			“Don’t encourage her. Besides, if you come to karaoke night, you have to sing,” Brynn informed him. “Those are the rules.” She clearly thought that would deter him. But as clever as she was, Brynn Parker didn’t know everything.

			Shane lifted one shoulder in a shrug and smirked. “Pretty sure I could manage that.”

			She lifted her eyebrows, and he felt Larkin’s hand on his back, pushing him out the door. “Quit telling him not to do things, Brynn. It’s like waving a red flag.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked once they were crunching down the front path to the driveway. “You think I do everything people don’t want me to?” He was more curious than offended. He still wasn’t quite sure how she saw him. He only knew that whatever she saw didn’t seem to bother her.

			“No,” Larkin replied. She stopped beside the van and turned to face him, her breath rising as steam in the cold air. “I think that you enjoy proving people wrong.”

			Sure. He tried to keep the bitterness from his voice when he replied, knowing she wouldn’t understand just how impossible he’d discovered it was to prove people’s expectations wrong where it really counted. She didn’t need to. “Is that why I’m so popular?”

			The smile turned into a grin that made her eyes sparkle. “No. You’re so popular because you’re stubborn and obnoxious. As if you didn’t know.”

			“I told you, I know everything.” He considered for half a second and took a chance, moving in just a tiny bit closer. He’d danced with her at Jake’s wedding, sat close enough to her that they’d touched, but still she always somehow felt just out of reach. “Anyway,” he continued, “you like me. So somebody around here has taste.”

			She smelled like frosting and sugar. Shane’s muscles tensed in familiar frustration, fingers curling with the need to touch her. Every time he’d ever thought she might close the distance between them, she’d pulled back at the last second. But if he could just slip past those defenses . . . if he could just know for sure whether he was alone in this attraction . . .

			Larkin looked up at him, head slightly tilted, a curious expression on her face. When she watched him this closely he never knew whether to be glad or nervous. It was like she was looking for something. Whether she ever found it was an open question, but she hadn’t blown him off yet. He hoped that was a good sign.

			“Of course I like you. Only people I like get to ride in the van.”

			Shane moved closer, until there were only inches between them. Larkin stayed very still, giving none of her thoughts away. There was only that watchful waiting. She wet her lips, and it nearly undid him. The woman didn’t seem to have any idea how sexy she was—which only enhanced the effect.

			Her eyes dropped, long blond lashes hiding them from him. Shyness wasn’t something he was used to from her, and her relative silence was so uncharacteristic that he prodded her a little, just to fill the empty space between them. It was an old habit, one he’d never managed to break. Silence had never brought him anything good.

			“You know . . . you’ve got frosting on your nose,” he said, drawing her gaze back up to his. Her smile was like the sun emerging from behind the clouds on a stormy day. She laughed, the sound soft and breathless.

			“Oh God. Still?”

			“You’ve been wearing it all day, haven’t you?” he asked. A moment’s hesitation, then he lifted a hand to run his finger down the bridge of her nose. The frosting stayed put. So did Larkin. It was a shock to find his heart kicking into a rhythm usually reserved for exercise and close football games. He usually had nerves of steel. This was stupid. It was just a kiss. Well, maybe. And it was just Larkin.

			Not that there was anything “just” about that.

			“I. Um.” Her eyes had gone slightly hazy. “What?” Now or never, he thought. Shane lowered his head, and her breath fanned his face when he rubbed his nose against hers, a startled little exhalation. Still, she didn’t move. Instead, she turned her face up to his, which was all the invitation he needed. His lips curved up, just a little. Finally.

			Shane kissed her lower lip, pulling it gently between his own, and found it as sweet as he’d imagined. No wonder he’d been craving her so long. There was a light touch of her hands on his arms, and then he felt them slide up the front of his chest beneath his open coat, the fabric of his shirt bunching under her fingers. He shivered at the contact, and all the longing he’d managed to hold at bay welled up, threatening to crash over him and remove any lingering inhibitions. His hands shook with the effort to be gentle as he skimmed them down to her hips. With only a hint of pressure from his fingers Larkin melted against him with a ragged sound that left him with no doubts—she’d been thinking about this, too, maybe for as long as he had.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			She fit perfectly against him, soft curve to hard angle, creating a heat that enveloped them and banished the cold instantly. Shane went rock hard against her when she moved against him. All he wanted was to be with her, inside her, someplace dark where they could be together for as long as they wanted.

			Outside against a van wouldn’t cut it for long, but he’d make do for now.

			More. The word filled his mind as his shallow breaths mingled with hers and rose, steamy, above them in the cold air. Shane angled his mouth over hers, teasing her upper lip, then flicked out his tongue to taste—

			“Damn it.” Dimly, he heard her speak in a tone that was somewhere between a moan and a growl. The hands against his chest went from gentle caress to rough shove in the blink of an eye. The pressure caught him off guard, and he stumbled a couple of steps back, every hot, sweet point of contact between them severed instantly. It took him a long moment to get his bearings. Need and confusion had tangled together to make coherent thought as difficult as possible.

			His only consolation was that Larkin wasn’t exactly collected herself.

			She leaned against the side of the van, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her skin was flushed, and her eyes seemed preternaturally bright in the dishwater gray light of the day.

			“What’s wrong?” The two words took intense effort, and as he watched her, Larkin shook her head slowly back and forth.

			“We can’t. This is a bad idea. I’m sorry.”

			Her words landed like a series of well-placed punches. “Don’t be. I’m not.” He knew he sounded defensive and didn’t much care. The last thing he wanted from her was an apology. He wanted her back in his arms, and barring that, at least an explanation. He might have plenty of experience with rejection, but none of it had been from women who seemed to want to get his clothes off just as badly as he wanted them out of theirs.

			“I know you’re not.” She didn’t look happy about it, at least. Not that it helped him make any more sense of her objection. Months of pent-up frustration sizzled beneath his skin like the sparks from a live wire.

			“Then why are you? What about that felt like a bad idea?” he demanded.

			“Nothing. Everything. Damn it, Shane.” Larkin leaned her head back against the van and heaved a sigh. He waited impatiently while she got her thoughts together, biting his tongue because he wanted to understand. He wasn’t into self-denial, and he sure as hell couldn’t figure out why Larkin would be. She seemed to have her life together, probably better than he did. The only explanation he could come up with was the obvious one, and it didn’t just sting—it sliced him right open.

			“It’s me, right? The whole ‘don’t get involved with Shane’ thing. Conventional wisdom around here. You’ve heard all the stories and you think I’m just messing around.”

			She didn’t have to confirm it. The way her eyes dropped was confirmation enough. Shane cursed softly, unsure of what to say. He hadn’t bothered to defend himself in years. Why would he? It was a given that he was widely considered a lousy relationship prospect, which meant getting a date had become almost impossible. That sucked, but he figured he’d beat it by either taking over his father’s practice one day—his father was a big deal around the Cove and wealthy to boot . . . money made up for a multitude of sins—or by sucking it up and getting out of town the way he’d always imagined.

			He hadn’t figured on meeting someone like Larkin while he was just treading water and waiting for one thing or the other to happen.

			Her voice, more quiet and thoughtful than he’d ever heard it, pulled him back into the moment. “Maybe that’s some of it. Not all of it, though. Look, it’s better for both of us if we stay friends. Everything is just going to get screwed up if we get involved.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“I do know that. We’d never work,” she said. Shane could hear the stubbornness in her tone and knew she was dead serious. Leave it to him to find somebody as mulish as himself to get fixated on.

			“We could totally work. It doesn’t have to be complicated.” That she’d apparently put some thought into this well before today surprised him. It also meant she’d had plenty of time to decide why hooking up with him was a terrible idea.

			Larkin’s eyes flashed, and he knew he’d said something wrong—one of his special talents. Shane watched her tense, her long, feline form going rigid, and knew that he had royally screwed himself out of any enjoyment he might have gotten out of the afternoon. No Larkin. No fries. Nice job, Sullivan.

			“See, that’s exactly why this isn’t happening,” Larkin said, using her hands to punctuate her frustration. “Nothing is ever complicated for you. Friends, lovers, whatever—everything is easy. Casual. Except not everybody’s life works that way. My life doesn’t work that way.”

			“If you think this is easy, Larkin, you’re having a different conversation than I am.” He glowered at her, but he had no good counterargument to make, no relationship to point to that would be any kind of exception to what had been his rule: short, hot, and as simple as he could manage until the inevitable breakup. He’d always been that way. It seemed to be the way he was wired when it came to romance. Why would anyone, himself included, expect a change?

			“Look,” she said, and her expression turned so uncharacteristically serious that he might as well have been standing in front of a stranger. “I know everybody thinks I’m all fun all the time, but that’s not . . . I just think you’ve got the wrong idea about me.”

			He found it an odd thing for her to say. He didn’t think he had the wrong idea so much as an incomplete picture all of a sudden. Which he’d like to fill in, if she weren’t being so damn stubborn. “It’s not like that,” he growled, and yet he knew the response wouldn’t be good enough for her. Larkin’s glare as she crossed her arms over her chest just confirmed it.

			“Oh? How is it, then? This uncomplicated thing you’d like us to be?”

			Shane shoved his hand through his hair and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Flustered, sexually frustrated, and annoyed was not a good combo for him. “I don’t know,” he finally managed. “It’s dating, not rocket science. What the hell’s wrong with taking it one step at a time and seeing where things go?”

			She lowered her chin to look at him, and as she did, her expression softened a little. Not enough to give him any hope, though, since she seemed less swayed than sad. That was just what he needed—to be a disappointment to somebody new. Helpless frustration formed a knot in the pit of his stomach.

			“Shane. I like you. I just . . .” She looked away, as uncomfortable as he’d ever seen her. He hadn’t known it was possible for Larkin to be anything less than completely at ease in her own skin. Maybe this would be easier if he understood why she was so determined to keep things platonic between them.

			Probably not, though, since understanding it still wouldn’t make him like it.

			“Look, forget it,” he said, suddenly wanting to be anywhere but here. “You don’t have to explain. Let’s just go.”

			“No, really,” she rushed out, gaze flying back to his. “I do like you. You’re fun. You’re . . .” She trailed off, seeming at a loss for words, and he saw such a mix of sadness and longing in her eyes that he almost pulled her back into his arms despite whatever list of drawbacks she’d come up with. As though she realized what he could see, she looked away again and sighed heavily. “Yeah. Maybe we should just go. We’re not even coming at this from the same planet. That’s the biggest thing . . . we’re just way too different.”

			Shane had to tamp down a flash of anger before he responded. Larkin had no way of knowing how much he hated being told what he was, or wasn’t, or ought to be. It was one of the reasons he’d always preferred playing characters onstage to wading through litigation. All that weight of expectation and obligation vanished when you simply became someone else.

			“I don’t think you know enough about me to say that.”

			Larkin seemed to consider that, but ultimately, he knew it wouldn’t make a difference. “Maybe not,” she replied. “But I know me. Which, and you’ll have to trust me on this, is more than enough.”

			Trust me. He’d used that line enough times to know what a crock it usually was, but what choice did he have here? Shane exhaled loudly through his nose, looked around at the quiet, snow-covered neighborhood, and then back at Larkin. She was beautiful, a bright, colorful contrast to the wintry landscape around them. It occurred to him that he’d been thinking of her as his for a while now. Like it was only a matter of time.

			Apparently not. Maybe she was just being honest: She liked him. In the way of people who did not hook up, ever.

			Shane wasn’t used to women keeping him around solely for his charming company, and right now he couldn’t manage to find it flattering. Mostly it just felt like a kick in the ass.

			“You could have just said you didn’t like the kiss,” he finally said. He could hear the sullen note creeping into his voice and knew it would do him no favors. She’d just think he felt entitled to her, the picture of the obnoxious jerk he knew he was widely considered to be. That wasn’t it, but it hardly mattered. The end result was the same.

			“No. I knew I’d like it.” Larkin sighed, her shoulders drooping a little. “That’s why I shouldn’t have let it happen in the first place.”

			It was enough to make him want to bang his head against a tree until this all started making sense, but it was time to back off before he completely broke what was already damaged. Pushing harder was only going to mean losing her permanently, and not even his stinging pride was going to convince him that that was an acceptable outcome. So he straightened, took a deep breath, and tried to be a gentleman about the whole thing.

			It was about as pleasant as he imagined gargling razor blades would be.

			“Okay. If that’s how you feel about it.”

			“Okay,” she echoed him with a nod. “Good. So.” Larkin closed her eyes for a moment, looking surprisingly vulnerable. He guessed he could try to be flattered that she was unhappy about shooting him down. The urge to wrap his arms around her was still intense, almost to the point of painful, but he stayed put. This, he reminded himself, was why it was a bad idea to like people. Most people just turned around and used it against you. It was always better to hold enough back to keep the upper hand. So far, with Larkin, he was failing miserably.

			Shane felt the beginnings of a headache from the tension and knew his day was shot. Larkin was right—he did like things simple. What she didn’t know was that he was already acutely aware that nothing ever was.

			“I need to get back to work,” Larkin said, and the gentleness in her voice landed like a blow. It reminded him of why he’d always been the dumper and never the dumpee. “Let’s do fries a different day, okay?”

			“Sure,” Shane said. He was ready to go lick his wounds anywhere but here. He climbed into the van, then watched as an uncharacteristically silent Larkin got behind the wheel. At least she didn’t look any happier than he felt. Whoever had said that misery loved company was spot-on. A new and unpleasant tension filled up all the empty space in the van until Shane wanted to crawl out of his skin. He’d wanted things to change between them, and now they had, pushing him deep into unfamiliar territory.

			One of these days I’ll learn to be careful what I wish for.

			He slid a glance over to look at Larkin’s elegant profile, the soft curve of her lips, the frosting still on the gently rounded tip of her nose. And he sighed, resigned to the truth.

			But not yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“You’re in a mood.”

			Larkin mustered a noncommittal grunt as she slouched at Gina Valeri’s kitchen table, her nose precariously close to the top of her wineglass. Gina turned from where she was stirring sauce on the stove to eye her.

			“Well, at least you’re not bothering to deny it. What happened? Customer complaint? Jo get snippy with you? Cramps?”

			She laughed despite herself, and Gina’s sharp-featured, handsome face relaxed into a smile that warmed her coffee brown eyes. “No,” Larkin said. “No cramps. But thanks for the concern, Mom.”

			“Well, somebody has to keep track of you,” Gina replied. “Might as well be me.”

			She did a good job of it, too, Larkin thought. Much better than the woman who should have stepped up to the plate years ago. “Being my keeper is a pretty boring job these days,” she said with a smile. “Lucky I didn’t come over to borrow eggs about ten years ago. You’d be pulling your hair out.”

			“I still would have taken the job. I don’t usually open my door to find such a big smile. You looked too young to have bought the house across the street.” Gina’s eyes warmed at the memory. It was a good one for Larkin, too, she thought, recalling how nervous she’d been about introducing herself. She’d put it off, afraid that the famously no-nonsense “Cake Lady” would give her the cold shoulder over some perception that she was moving in on her territory. Then she’d run out of eggs in the middle of a recipe, and necessity had made her brave.

			Not only had Gina given her the eggs, she’d invited her in, handed her a glass of wine, and fed her a heaping plateful of spaghetti. Soon after, Larkin hadn’t been able to shake the sense that they’d been looking for each other without really knowing it. Maybe that was moving into woo-woo territory, but it felt true. They’d just . . . clicked. And she’d come to depend on their weekly dinners together as much as she’d ever let herself depend on anything.

			She’d gotten by for most of her life without a functional mother. Maybe she didn’t even need one anymore. But as it turned out, it was still awfully nice to have a stand-in.

			Gina hesitated briefly, and Larkin knew what question was coming before it was uttered. It was one she tended to deflect if possible, but she didn’t think Gina would buy any of her usual lines. They were too close for that anymore. “Do you keep in touch with any of . . . you know . . .” Her hands moved in midair, as though she were grasping for the right words. Larkin spared her the efffort.

			“Any of my family? No. I’m pretty sure they were as glad to see me go as I was to leave. I wasn’t a fun teenager.” Climbing out the window to meet boys with fast cars and sweet promises, looking for everything I thought I wanted and couldn’t seem to find . . . yeah, glad those days are over.

			Gina tilted her head, studying her. “So your mother is . . .”

			“Totally out of the picture,” Larkin replied. It was a triumph every time she could say those words without feeling anything. The years away from the decrepit little house at the edge of a dying town had lessened the pain of the way she’d grown up, and the absence of the woman who’d chosen her own needs over those of her kids every time there had been a choice. She’d had a speech memorized for years, just in case Journey O’Neill ever decided she wanted back in her elder daughter’s life. At this point, though, it didn’t look like she would ever need it. And that was fine.

			As fine as it was going to get, anyway.

			A soft smile, and Gina returned to stirring her sauce. “Well. Some people weren’t made to be parents. And none of us were perfect teenagers. You probably weren’t any worse than my Rocco.”

			“Bet I was.”

			It was Gina’s turn to give a noncommittal grunt, and it made Larkin smile. In this particular kitchen, speaking the unvarnished truth didn’t bother her so much. That was no doubt a function of the woman who presided over it. Gina might be barely five feet tall, but she was a force to be reckoned with, a wiry little dynamo with short ebony hair threaded through with silver. She did things the way she liked them, no apologies, and didn’t truck with bullshit. It was an unspoken rule that the BS was left at the door to the Valeri house, and Larkin had quickly learned to abide by it.

			It was refreshing not to feel like she had to keep up appearances here. She’d overcome a lot to become a genuinely happy person, but she was still human, and she had days when smiling was a struggle. That wasn’t okay in front of her customers . . . but it was just fine at Gina’s kitchen table.

			“So what got your panties in a twist today, then?” Gina asked. “A good day at work usually makes you all sparkly.”

			“On Saturdays, it’s looking forward to your cooking that makes me all sparkly.” Saturday dinners were one of the things that kept her world spinning just right. Unlike Shane, who’s more like a rapidly approaching Death Star.

			“There’s that face again,” Gina said, whacking the spoon on the edge of the pot to clean it off. “You want me to keep guessing, or are you going to fess up?”

			“It was nothing, really,” Larkin said, and noted the quick-fire arch of one of Gina’s brows. So she amended the “nothing” just a little. “I had to let a guy down easy, and I don’t think I did a very good job of it.”

			“Oh,” the older woman replied with a chuckle. “Well, that explains it. I’m surprised you aren’t used to doing that by now. You don’t exactly fade into the woodwork around here.”

			“I just don’t like hurting people’s feelings.”

			“And I wouldn’t like you if you did,” Gina replied. She wiped her hands on her apron, turned down the heat on the stove, and came to sit next to Larkin at the table. “So who was it? Not a stranger, or you wouldn’t be so unhappy.”

			“Mmm.” Larkin frowned into her wine, then took a sip. The rich, earthy flavor of the Sangiovese was a pleasant distraction from her brooding. She wasn’t good at brooding. She was more of a fixer—she liked being an active participant in her life, and lying around feeling helpless when she might do something productive instead was against her nature. This, though . . . “fixing” this might just make it a billion times worse.

			Things would be so much easier if Shane had just blown it off like she’d half expected him to. Instead, he’d acted like she’d wounded him. Maybe it was just having his ego pricked.

			Or . . . maybe it wasn’t. And that was what was driving her nuts.

			Gina sighed heavily, drawing Larkin back into the moment. She watched as Gina poured herself a glass of wine.

			“You’re killing me here.”

			“Oh, all right,” Larkin relented, tired of keeping it to herself. “It’s Shane Sullivan.”

			This time, both eyebrows shot up. “Oh.”

			“‘Oh’? That’s it? You’re not going to tell me what a nice guy he is?” She couldn’t help teasing her. Gina took a lot of pleasure in casually listing off the names of eligible bachelors around town when she got the chance, just in case Larkin might be interested. Apparently, Shane wasn’t on that list. Not a surprise.

			“He’s definitely not nice,” Gina said. “Handsome as hell, but . . . well, now I know why you’re in a mood. I’m not even sure I could say no to that one.”

			Larkin burst out laughing. “Gina!”

			“Hey, I’m not dead, you know.” Gina took a long sip of her wine, then got up to drain the penne pasta she’d had boiling. She stirred it into the vodka sauce she’d been fussing with, then dished some onto two plates and returned to the table. Larkin dug in with gusto, figuring that the longer her mouth stayed full, the less she’d have to talk about her issues with Shane. Plus, the food was amazing.

			When Gina started to fill the silence with her own speculation, though, Larkin gave in to the inevitable. She was going to be mothered. It was a sensation she was still getting used to.

			“So what happened? Did he walk into the shop and start flirting while he ordered cupcakes? I have heard he spends a lot of time in there. I mean, it’s not a surprise he’d fall madly in love with you—”

			Larkin’s eyes widened. Whatever Shane felt toward her, love was definitely not it. “Um, Gina . . . ,” she tried to interject through a mouthful of penne alla vodka. She was soundly ignored.

			“You’re exactly his type. Well, if you can say he has a type. He was crazy about that Ferris girl way back when. Cici. There was a group of them that was very tight for years—Jake Smith, Shane, that little Henry FitzRoy, the Weston boy, Max Holden, Thea Hanover, Kallie Monroe . . . and Cici, the little queen bee. She led Shane around by the nose all the way through school, but nothing ever came of it, and just as well. It was always Jake for her, not that they were good for each other. She’s still bad news. Tried to mess up Jake and Sam Smith’s relationship, you know, back before they were married, but he told her to get lost. She’s living here again, back from wherever. Maybe you’ve seen her.”

			Larkin listened to her friend casually tick off the names, eyes wide. The depth of Gina’s knowledge about everyone and everything in Harvest Cove never ceased to amaze her. “Mmm” was the only response she could manage with her mouth full. She swallowed the bite of food and tried to conjure an image of Cici Ferris. She saw most of the town on a semi-regular basis, and she had a vague idea this person was tall and pretty and usually surrounded by a small posse of the kind of people Larkin generally steered clear of. The bit about Sam and Jake was an interesting little slice of town gossip, she guessed, and reinforced that her impression of Cici had been correct.

			The little queen bee . . . Yep, that’s about what I figured.

			What any of this had to do with her own situation with Shane she had no idea. Once Gina got rolling, though, she was hard to stop.

			“Yeah, you’ve seen her,” Gina continued, waving her hand as she answered her own question. “Doesn’t matter anyway; I think he’s over that one. But after her there was the Jamison girl. And the Thayer girl. And the Delgado girl. And the Nightingale girl. And the Bloom twins—that one was a mess; those girls didn’t speak to each other for months. Then they made up and egged his car.” She smiled at the memory. Larkin had no idea what to say.

			“Oh. Wow.” It was one thing to know a guy had a reputation. It was another to have it laid out for you in list form. She ought to feel more secure in her decision to send him away. Unfortunately the memory of his lips on hers kept getting in the way. The man could kiss, and they’d barely gotten started. An ugly little voice piped up in her mind: Sure he can kiss. He’s obviously had a lot of practice.

			“There were others. I mean, not long relationships, but he always had someone new, driving them around in his sports cars or his Jeeps when he was home from college. It seemed to calm down once he finished law school and came back for good, but that’s probably because he ran out of locals to chase.” She paused, popped a bite of food in her mouth, and chewed, looking contemplative. “I was surprised he came back, actually. His father’s a piece of work, and Shane didn’t seem like he was looking to follow in his footsteps. People thought he’d hit college and be gone. Maybe turn up in movies or something. His parents had some high expectations, though. I guess that ended up being more important.”

			“Movies?” Larkin stared, confused. “Why would he—”

			“Oh, you should have seen him!” Gina laughed, her hands moving energetically as she talked. “He was in every play during high school, and summer stock. . . . He could act—that’s for sure. And sing. You wouldn’t think it, but he can. He usually played villains. He made a great Orin Scrivello in Little Shop of Horrors.”

			Larkin was left momentarily speechless, a forkful of food hanging in midair between the plate and her mouth. Shane had been a theater rat? All she ever heard was that he’d been a jock, which didn’t surprise her. Why had she never heard about this? Her mind conjured an image of him in stage makeup . . . and she thought she might need to go soak her head after dinner.

			“I had no idea” was all she managed to say. She hadn’t dated a guy who wore guyliner since the hot musician back in . . . well, more years than she wanted to think about. Jaxon of the leather pants. And the great butt. And the criminal record. Larkin cleared her throat.

			“No, you wouldn’t know all that, not being from here,” Gina said, oblivious to the memories Larkin was trying to rebury as quickly as possible. “It was a long time ago, and his father didn’t approve. I think he had a lot of pressure put on him,” she continued with a shrug. “Not that it excuses him. He was still kind of a little shit.”

			Larkin couldn’t help but laugh at the matter-of-fact way Gina said it. “He still is, in his own special way.”

			“Of course he is. A handsome, charming little shit. And now you’ve got the scoop in case you change your mind about him.”

			Larkin shook her head, though she was able to smile now without forcing it. “I don’t think that would be a great idea.”

			Gina chuckled. “Of course it’s not a great idea. That’s why you want to go out with him anyway.”

			“Exactly! I mean, no! Of course I don’t!” She cringed, realizing that Gina had pinpointed the source of her current misery with her usual frightening accuracy, and decided that denying it was useless. Especially because Gina was looking very smug. “Did you do this to Rocco when he was growing up?”

			“What, amaze him by knowing everything? All the time.” She forked up more penne and popped it in her mouth. Larkin watched her and tried to imagine what her son, pictures of whom were scattered about the house, might be like. She knew Gina had raised him on her own after her husband had walked out on her and the baby. “A bum” was all Gina would say about her ex, and Larkin supposed that was really all there was to say. It had to have been hard. There’d been a silver lining, though—his abandonment had led directly to her cake-decorating business, the Cake Lady, helped along by family and friends while she’d also worked full-time in the elementary school cafeteria to support herself. She’d been dealt a bad hand, flourished in spite of it, and built a good life.

			The woman was tough as nails, and Larkin adored her. So much that she sometimes wanted to call Rocco in Milwaukee and give him an earful for not visiting his mother more often. He was married, and divorced, and married again. Gina said he had too much of his father in him . . . but it was clear she doted on him anyway. Larkin knew what that was like, loving people who just weren’t equipped to love you back the way you needed them to.

			It was one of the more unfortunate things they had in common, but at least they understood each other.

			“You’re supposed to tell me I’m right,” Larkin said. “That I’m making a good decision to keep things platonic with him.”

			“I can’t know that, though,” Gina said, waggling her fork at her. “How could I? Sometimes the wrong guy turns out to be the right one, and vice versa. I mean, if you just don’t like him, that’s one thing. I’d question your taste a little, because the man is built like—”

			“I know,” Larkin interrupted, not sure she wanted Shane’s hotness extolled yet again. It wasn’t like she hadn’t noticed. “And of course I like him. We’re friends. He’s a flirt, but I wasn’t expecting him to kiss me.”

			Gina’s delight was evident. “Ha! I knew there was something you weren’t telling me!”

			Larkin hunched her shoulders. Her mouth could be a blessing and a curse. “Yeah. Well. It happened.”

			“Was it awful?”

			She flushed. She couldn’t help it. “God, no.”

			“You liked it, then.”

			Larkin leveled a look at Gina that served well enough as an answer.

			“Okay, you liked it,” Gina continued. “Nothing wrong with that. So he kissed you, you liked it, and then you told him to get lost.” She shook her head. “Elementary school drama isn’t nearly this interesting. Can I come work in your bakery once a week just to watch the show?”

			“This wasn’t in the shop. I let him tag along to deliver a cake, and that’s when he pounced.”

			“Oh, it’s pouncing now.” Gina leaned forward, eyes sparkling with mischief. “What did he do, just grab you and plant one on you?”

			“Well . . . no. It was more like sneaky pouncing. I was stupid, I guess, because even when he started to put the moves on me I didn’t see it coming, and then when I figured out what was happening I just stood there. Because, you know, he has those eyes. And the shoulders. And he’s so big. . . .”

			“This is starting to sound like one of those skin flicks on late-night premium cable,” Gina said, her eyes crinkling at the corners. Larkin realized she’d been about to go off on a rhapsodic tangent about Shane’s many, many physical assets and stifled a groan. This was all very bad news.

			“Hey! I have a point.”

			“Which is . . . ?”

			Larkin exhaled loudly. “I don’t know. He and I have nothing in common, really. It’s not just worrying that I’d be one more of a billion notches on his bedpost. But I think I hurt his feelings, which I didn’t even think was possible, and now everything is awkward and I just . . . ugh.” She rolled her eyes back into her head and downed the rest of her glass of wine. It felt good, she guessed, to get it all out. But now all she wanted to do was bury her face in pasta and try to pretend the rest of the day had never happened.

			A gentle pat on the hand drew her attention back to her friend, who was watching her with sympathy and refilling her glass. “Well, whatever you decide to do about it, you can count on one fact to remain constant. Men, even the worthwhile ones, are complete pains in the ass.”

			Unexpected laughter bubbled up and helped to wash away all of the day’s confusion and finally, finally let her sink into the comfort of Gina’s kitchen and begin to relax.

			“Yes. Yes, they are,” Larkin replied. Even when nothing else made sense, good friends did. That was a truth she’d discovered when she’d stopped looking for someone who could make her happy and started figuring out how to make that happiness for herself. Good friends, baked goods, busy hands, and plenty of the color pink—those were the necessary ingredients of her life. Men were more like . . . sprinkles. Okay, maybe not sprinkles, because those were pretty necessary, too.

			Larkin lifted her glass. “To keeping things simple,” she said. She had a full, rich life already. Why complicate it? Gina lifted her own glass, a wry smile curving her lips.

			“Simplicity is overrated. How about . . . ‘to keeping things interesting’?”

			Whose side are you on, anyway? Larkin wondered. But the thought of Shane resurfaced just then, and she found herself clinking her glass against Gina’s. “To keeping things interesting,” she agreed.

			Just not too interesting, she silently amended. But even as she tried to let the day’s worries go, she couldn’t shake the suspicion that when it came to Shane, “interesting” was only the beginning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Shane shuffled into the office at eight o’clock every morning and proceeded to bury himself in work for the next nine or ten hours. He saw clients, finished drawing up a couple of wills, spoke with several people in various states of estate planning, and argued for the umpteenth time with billing at a local nursing home on behalf of a widow whose late spouse, now deceased for an entire year, was still being harassed to pay money she didn’t legally owe them.

			It was a completely normal week, apart from his total lack of interest in being around other human beings. His assistant, Tammy, finally poked her head in about five in the afternoon on Thursday looking concerned.

			“Hey. You knew we ordered from Mulligan’s for lunch, right?”

			He glanced up at her, a short, sturdy woman with bright blue eyes and a stylish gray streak in her chin-length bob. She’d been here longer than he had, and apart from being a font of useful information, was also a hell of a lot more pleasant to work around than his father. She was another hand-me-down from Jim Sullivan, in fact, replaced by a younger model. It was one of the few times Shane was grateful that his father was too much of an ass to know what a mistake he’d made.

			Shane mustered a smile. “Yeah, I knew. Just not too hungry today. Thanks, though.” He didn’t know what was wrong with him. “Hungry” was one of his defining attributes. Larkin turning him down might have been a kick in the nuts, but it shouldn’t have stopped him from eating.

			All he had a craving for these days was cupcakes, damn it.

			Shane rubbed his face. Last weekend was still messing with him.

			Tammy looked at him as though he’d grown something new and bizarre on his person, like an extra head. “Are you feeling all right?”

			No. Yesterday I went home, worked out for an hour, and then made the world’s grossest batch of chocolate chip cookies, most of which are now in my garbage. Then I read until I fell asleep. I’m a boring person in lust with somebody who isn’t interested and apparently I now hate everything. Thanks for asking. He didn’t want Tammy’s patented death glare, though, so he kept his excuse simple. “Sure. I ate so much yesterday I could probably hibernate for the rest of the winter.” He looked out his window and watched the steadily falling snowflakes for a moment. They’d been coming down all day, which meant his car would be covered and cold as hell. This time of year, fresh snow could make him just about crawl the walls. He should have relocated somewhere with palm trees.

			“Maybe I should think about hibernating,” he grumbled. “I think bears have the right idea.”

			His stomach chose that moment to growl piteously, ratting him out. Tammy’s brows rose, but he knew she wouldn’t pry. There was that, at least. “Well, if you decide to get hungry, I ordered you a hot turkey sandwich and a cup of French onion soup. They’re in the fridge.”

			“Really? Thanks, Tam. That’s really nice of you.” She was a pro, and had never coddled him back when he was starting to learn the ropes, but she also liked to surprise him, every once in a while, with reminders that despite her disinterest in putting up with his crap she did actually like him. It seemed like those reminders would pop up just when he needed them, too. Like always, he found himself absurdly grateful for that small bit of kindness. Not that she would do anything but brush him off if he got too mushy about it.

			“Not a problem. With how much you usually eat, I worried you’d starve to death. I don’t want to do all of your work for you.” She smirked, and Shane chuckled.

			“It would probably get done faster.”

			“Goes without saying.”

			Shane looked down at the sheaf of papers on his desk, seeing words that had all started to blur together about twenty minutes ago. Tammy stayed in the doorway, lingering long enough for him to look up again, perplexed. It wasn’t like her to fuss over him. “Was there something else?”

			“No, no.” She looked at him critically. “You’ve just seemed kind of off this week. You sure you’re not getting sick?”

			“Pretty sure.”

			“Okay,” she said, her tone indicating that she didn’t really believe it but was willing to accept his assurances for now. She had a point, Shane thought. He was usually out of his office as much as he was in it unless there was something really bothering him . . . or he was coming down with something gross.

			“I’m not going to infect you with the plague,” he said. “I’m just tired.”

			“Uh-huh. First it’s fatigue, and then it’s projectile vomiting.”

			He smirked. “If you’re that worried about it, disinfect the doorknobs after I leave. I know you will anyway.”

			“I’ve got the spray bottle all ready to go,” she replied. “Dan and Brigid are still here, but your dad’s gone. You can cut out early if you need to.”

			Dan McNamara and Brigid Olsen were the other two lawyers in the firm, neither of whom he had any issues with. Dan had been with his father for years, and Brigid had come on board shortly after he’d gone off to college. They all went out for drinks occasionally to get sloppy and talk shop. All but the famous Jim Sullivan, of course, who had better things to do than waste his time with subordinates.

			His son included. Same as it ever was.

			“Let me guess . . . ‘business dinner’?” Shane asked, curling his fingers into air quotes. Tammy’s smile was as sharp as a blade. It said far more than her words ever did.

			“Of course.”

			“Barbie in tow?”

			“Is that even a question?”

			Shane grunted. It was hard not to be a dick about the fact that his father’s assistant’s name was actually Barbie. Especially because it was extremely accurate. “I don’t know why my mom puts up with it,” he muttered, saving the file he was working on. “The man’s been pulling this shit for too long to call it a midlife crisis.”

			“Don’t even try to figure it out. People are complicated.”

			He thought of Larkin, and the heat that had snapped between them even as she’d backed off. He still didn’t get it, but it didn’t seem like any explanation was going to be forthcoming, so he’d just have to deal with it. At this rate, that was going to be inscribed on his tombstone: Shane Sullivan: He dealt with it. “Yeah. I know.”

			“Well. He’s gone, anyway,” Tammy said. She wouldn’t get into discussing his father’s proclivities any further than that, and Shane didn’t blame her. Jim Sullivan was still her employer, and the man managed to inspire enough awe and fear to keep everyone in his orbit in line. He’d probably work until he was eighty, Shane thought, and the realization made him feel like sinking through the floor. This is your life, man. You made it; you own it. Tammy’s eyes were full of sympathy, so he straightened his shoulders. He wasn’t big on pity parties. At least not in polite company.

			“Thanks. I’ve just got a few things to finish. Appreciate the heads-up. And I swear, I’m not going to puke,” he said.

			“I’ll hold you to that,” she replied, and vanished from the doorway as quickly as she’d appeared. Shane shoved a hand through his hair once she was gone and sighed. The weekend couldn’t come soon enough, and he still wasn’t able to muster up much excitement about it. The weather didn’t help—the forecasters were calling for even more snow this weekend, and Saturday was supposed to be messy. He should probably grab a few things at the Fresh Pride on the way home.

			Spring couldn’t come soon enough, either.

			He managed to poke at a few other items on his to-do list, but after another half hour, Shane knew his focus was shot. He gathered up his things, pulled on his coat, and headed out, waving at Brigid on his way by her office. A quick detour into the small kitchen netted him the neatly packaged sandwich and soup Tammy had mentioned—dinner, Shane decided, since he wasn’t in the mood to cook.

			He walked outside, glancing up at the flakes still falling from the pitch-black sky as he shut the front door. The prospect of spending a few days in his own company made him grimace. He’d thought about getting a dog, but he didn’t really have the time for one right now. Sam had tried to con him into a cat, but he wanted to live with an animal with decent social skills. Cats were out. He didn’t like snakes, and fish were boring.

			“Xbox it is,” he muttered. Maybe he could talk Fitz into ditching work and coming over to hang out. They were the only two singles left in the makeshift little group they’d formed after Jake had given Cici and the rest of their old friends from high school the boot. He had to admit, that had been a good move. Awkward at first, since he’d tried to hang with them a couple of times shortly after Jake had told them all to piss off, but it turned out that minus Jake it basically sucked anyway. Best friends didn’t just turn up every day, so he’d made his choice. It had been a good one, except for the whole couples thing it was turning into lately. Marriages, engagements . . . One of these days there’d be a baby tossed into the mix, and then what?

			He’d be, like . . . Uncle Shane. Jesus.

			Shane stalked to his car. He spent the drive to Fresh Pride brooding over the horrors of this imagined future. He’d have a freezer full of microwave dinners, he decided. And he probably would have a cat. The kind that did nothing but hide under furniture and launch bloodthirsty attacks on people’s feet. And he’d spend every Wednesday down at the Tavern ogling younger women, who would all find him creepy. And then—

			“Shane?”

			He jumped a little at the sound of his name. He recognized the laughter as he spun around, bag of bread in hand. A tall, attractive brunette looked back at him, the amusement in her brown eyes clear. “You going to attack me with that?”

			His laugh was forced. “No. Hi, Cici.”

			“Hi yourself. Long time no see.”

			He shrugged. Harvest Cove was small, but big enough to avoid certain people if you made an effort. It was strange to see her now, after all the years he’d wasted carrying a torch for her. She’d always been perfectly happy to use him when she needed things, but for her, it had always been his best friend, Jake. Even when she’d come back home from North Carolina after her divorce, long after Shane had come to terms with the fact that his teenage infatuation hadn’t had much relation to reality, that stupid torch had tried to sputter back to life.

			Except it had turned out that what he’d really missed was being eighteen and still able to imagine he could crawl out from under the heavy weight of familial expectation and get away.

			So much for that pipe dream.

			“How’ve you been?” Cici asked. She looked the same, like she’d just stepped out of a magazine. Lean, athletic, stylish in a way that looked effortless . . . and more than a little artificial. He thought of Larkin and the frosting on her nose—she never seemed to be trying to be anything but exactly who she was. And he missed the freedom that came with being anyone but who he was.

			No wonder she ran in the other direction. Shane glanced at the small basket he carried and shifted his weight. He wasn’t really in the mood for small talk with a former friend.

			“I’m fine. Busy. You know,” he replied. When she simply stood there watching him, he tried to draw on what little patience he had to muster up some manners. “How about you? You still like the Cove better than Charlotte?”

			“Oh, it’s fine. It’s home.” She didn’t sound convinced. He guessed her triumphant return hadn’t been what she’d expected, either. Might have helped if she’d acted a little less like a pit viper.

			“Yeah, it is,” Shane replied. They looked at each other, and he realized he’d sounded just as excited about it as she had. For a brief moment, all the years and ugliness fell away, just enough to let the humor through. This time, his laughter as it mingled with hers was genuine. He shook his head. “Gotta love the Cove,” he said. “Same as it ever was.”

			“You got that right. Abandon hope all ye who enter here.”

			“It’s not that b . . .” He happened to glance off to Cici’s left, and his voice trailed off as he saw Larkin at the end of the aisle watching the two of them with an intense expression that looked like it should be accompanied by lethal bolts of lightning headed his way. The instant their eyes met, she looked away, cheeks reddening as she pushed her cart around the corner and out of his sight. There was a metallic crunch and a clatter of cans an instant later that had him stifling laughter.

			Stealth was definitely not one of Larkin’s attributes.

			Funny, there had been a time when he would have hung on every word that fell from Cici’s lips. Now it was the easiest thing in the world to walk away. He guessed he wasn’t the only one around here who’d changed. Not that he wasn’t still doomed to his lonely, cigar-chomping future as Uncle Shane, but at least he’d managed to make a few improvements. “Hey, I’ll catch you later, Cici. I just saw someone I need to talk to.”

			“Sure. Tell . . . everyone . . . I said hi.” Her mouth tightened for a moment, but when he blinked it was gone, replaced by the wide, carefree smile he was used to from her. He knew who she meant by “everyone,” and he would not be relaying the message. He liked Jake’s wife. He didn’t want Sam to have to feel bad later for throwing something at his head.

			Shane moved as quickly and quietly as he could, knowing Larkin would be expecting him to follow. There was no sign of her in the next aisle except for some cans that looked as though they’d been hastily put back on the shelf. She was probably hiding out as far from him as she could get, he decided. Their all-too-brief kiss had been five days ago, and he was already tired of things being weird between them.

			Turned out he didn’t just want her—he liked her. In a friendly, fully clothed way, even. Unexpected, kind of strange, but there it was. He was missing her smart mouth as much as he missed checking out her butt every time she turned around. That was enough reason to try to fix things. Plus, any woman who glared daggers at Cici Ferris just for talking to him was worth chasing around the grocery store.

			He’d chase her a lot farther than that, if he thought she might let him catch her in the end. But for now, he’d start with the frozen foods section and see where they ended up.

			It was time for her to let him butt his way back into her life, and there was no time like the present to make that happen.

			•   •   •

			Damn it damn it damn it damn it . . .

			Larkin stared at the pints of Ben & Jerry’s without really seeing them. She’d briefly considered ditching her cart and bolting for the car, but she needed to retain some shred of dignity. He’d already caught her mentally sticking pins in the gorgeous brunette he’d been talking to, the one she was pretty sure was Cici Ferris. There was no reason to look like even more of an idiot than she already did.

			You told him you weren’t interested. He accepted it. Well, mostly. Why do you even care who he talks to?

			She wished she had a good answer for herself. One that wasn’t necessarily the truth, but truthy enough to be acceptable. She needed to move on, which was not even close to happening. But she’d never actually had to see him with another woman, and she didn’t just not like it—she loathed it. Enough that flames might actually be shooting out of the side of her face. Enough that, given the opportunity, she might just launch Cici Ferris into the sun and—

			“Get the Americone Dream. It’s awesome.”

			Larkin stiffened, then closed her eyes. He’d found her in record time, just like she’d known he would. And here were her knees threatening to give out on her, also just like she’d known they would, the instant his deep voice rippled up her spine. One kiss—not even a proper kiss, if she wanted to get technical about it, because she was a grown woman and she didn’t think kisses minus tongue should really count—and everything was messed up.

			Life had been so much easier when she hadn’t known him well enough to like him, and when he’d been around enough that she hadn’t had time to miss him. Which she did.

			Larkin turned her head to answer him, but something in her brain short-circuited when she found him so close, his blue eyes completely focused on her. He waited. She tried to form words into a sentence. His brows lifted. She stared at his mouth for too long. Finally, she managed something.

			“Ice cream?”

			He looked around. “Ah, yeah. Isn’t that the general idea in this part of the store?”

			She blinked rapidly. “Yeah. Yes. Sorry. I’m a little tired. Long day.”

			“You and me both,” he replied. When she didn’t say anything, he slowly reached around her, opened the freezer door, and handed her a pint of the ice cream he’d recommended. “Seriously. This is my go-to ice cream. If you’re not sure, always go with this one.”

			Larkin accepted it from him with a soft, breathy laugh. “Oh. Thanks. I’ll give it a try.”

			Could I possibly be any more lame right now? I have been a complete dork in front of this man on numerous occasions. And I didn’t care. Remember—nothing’s changed.

			It was a nice lie to tell herself, anyway. It did work to bolster her spirits a little. She drew in a breath, forced herself to meet his gaze head-on, and tried out the mantra she’d been working on all weekend: It’s only Shane, it’s only Shane, it’s only Shane. . . .

			“You, um, haven’t been into the shop this week,” she said, then silently cursed herself. Way to let on that she’d noticed, and that it had bothered her. She hadn’t realized how used to him being underfoot she was until he’d decided not to be. She even had a sad little box of cupcakes made up for him in the kitchen, just in case. Not that she would be telling him that—ever.

			As relaxed as he seemed, the simple pleasure in Shane’s eyes threatened to make her knees go melty again before she had a chance to gird herself against his appeal.

			“Busy week, like you said,” he replied. “Besides . . .” He hesitated, then plowed forward. “After last Saturday, I wasn’t sure it was okay if I stopped by.”

			That answered her question about whether or not he’d bring it up. Not that it had been much of a question—this was Shane. Of course he’d bring it up. Larkin hadn’t envisioned having this conversation in the grocery store, but she was so tired of obsessing about it that it was still kind of a relief to get it out in the open. Maybe if they cleared the air she could see him without feeling this out of sorts.

			It would also be cool to see him with other women without the whole blinding-rage thing. That was a new twist on an already unfortunate fixation.

			“Of course it’s okay. We’re not selling nearly as many treats as usual. I think you account for like twenty percent of my business.” Larkin had hoped to tease him out of this weird tension between them and reset things to something like normal. Instead, Shane just looked disgruntled.

			“I don’t eat that much. Usually.”

			I think I just accidentally called him fat. Oh God. Perfect.

			Flustered, she cast around for an appropriate subject change. “I know. I just, um . . . My ice cream is going to melt,” she said, then laughed. It sounded nervous, Larkin thought, dismayed. It certainly didn’t sound like her. None of this felt like her, either. She was good with people. Well, up until they decided to kiss her, apparently.

			“It’ll freeze back up once you get it outside,” Shane said. He looked at her, considering her in a way that made her feel uncomfortably exposed. This was what she thought of as his “lawyer look,” sharp and incisive, giving away nothing. Larkin wished, not for the first time, that she could crawl inside his head to figure out what went on in there. Usually, she suspected it was pretty basic guy stuff: food, sarcasm, random flirting, more food, sex, television, more sex. Sometimes, though, like now, she got the sense that his inner workings were a lot more complicated than he tended to let on. It was, if she was being honest, one of the things that fascinated her about him.

			Naturally, whatever he saw, he kept to himself. “You ready for more snow this weekend?” Shane asked, changing the subject. “I’m not sure those big furry designer boots are made for shoveling the driveway.”

			Larkin pressed her lips together and exhaled loudly through her nose. Shane might be quietly complicated, but he seemed pretty comfortable with his default setting, which was anything but. “Ha-ha, funny. I’ve been here a few years now. I think I can handle it.” The boots were also knockoffs from the local Target, but there was no way she’d be sharing that with him. The thought of buying clothing at a superstore would probably give him a stroke. Snow was still a novelty for her—she thought it might always be—but she wasn’t going to admit that, either. She’d weathered winters here just fine, California girl or not. “What about you?” she asked, unable to shake the cozy scene between Cici and him she’d stumbled into. “Big plans?”

			He shrugged. “No. Maybe trying to find someone to get snowed in with so I don’t die of boredom. Otherwise Saturday’s looking like a complete bust.”

			Larkin’s jaw clenched. Maybe this was why he and Cici had been laughing like they’d just shared some kind of secret. Maybe they’d been making plans. No, that’s stupid. But maybe it isn’t. But maybe it is! Cue internal screaming.

			It was an unpleasant reminder that romantic relationships, at least the ones she tended to get herself into, took up obscene amounts of emotional bandwidth that could be used for so many better things. She felt the sudden, overwhelming need to go home, crank the music, and hash out her emotions in a one-woman dance extravaganza, probably involving breaks for messy handfuls of potato chips. Screw clearing the air. It was time to go before she had some kind of nervous breakdown in the frozen treats section.

			“Well, good luck with that,” she said with forced brightness. “You know what? I changed my mind. I don’t want any ice cream.” Larkin shoved the container back in the freezer and let the door shut with a loud smack. “I’m just going to grab some chips and get home. Good luck with your whole plan . . . thing. I’ll see you.” She gave him a smile that probably looked scary, then walked away as quickly as she could without running.

			Breathe. Peaceful breathing. Four in, hold for eight, four out . . .

			“Hey, wait up. Did I say something?”

			Why did his legs have to be even longer than hers? He’d caught up in seconds. The fact that he looked so clueless was even more frustrating. Or maybe it was just the way his cologne, light and subtle, managed to wrap itself around her, making it impossible to think straight.

			“No, why would you think that?” she asked. If he wanted to keep talking, he could follow her to the junk food aisle. The way she was feeling, she’d be clearing out a whole shelf.

			“This may be hard for you to believe, but I’m pretty good at identifying when people are pissed off at me.”

			That forced a smile out of her. She couldn’t help it. “No way,” she said.

			“Way. It’s a gift.” He watched her grab a bag of onion crunchies and a bag of salt-and-vinegar potato chips. “You’re not going to eat those together, are you?”

			“Oh hell yes.”

			He wrinkled his nose. “Huh. I thought you were a sugar junkie.”

			“No, I just like things that are bad for me in general.” She realized a split second after the words left her mouth that the statement could be applied to Shane as well, and that he knew it. They stared at each other awkwardly for a few long seconds, then began speaking at the same time.

			“Look, Larkin, if this is still about Saturday, I wasn’t trying to make you feel—”

			“Shane, you don’t need to feel weird about going out with somebody else. I told you I’m not—”

			“Wait, what?” He stopped midsentence, and Larkin’s eyes widened. Had she just said that? She’d said that. Awesome.

			“Um. I just, ah . . .” She could see immediately that she’d been wrong, so very, very, embarrassingly wrong about that nature of Cici’s and his little interlude of intimate laughter. As comprehension dawned on Shane’s face, she wished very hard for the ability to sink through floors.

			Sadly, as ever, no superpower was forthcoming. Shane cocked his head, as though studying her from another angle might provide him with some new insight, and looked torn between laughter and complete confusion.

			“You think I’m seeing . . .” One of his eyebrows arched so high she thought it might vanish into his hair. “Larkin. Whatever you might have heard, Cici Ferris and I are not, never were, and never will be a thing. That’s just . . . no.” She did feel better for a brief moment until he frowned and his expression went from startled to annoyed. It was hard to blame him. She’d been annoying herself all week. Without shifting her gaze, she reached behind her and slid another bag of onion crunchies into her cart. Maybe that would help. “You really think I’d move that quickly from . . . No, don’t answer that. Of course you do. Everybody tends to think the worst about me and relationships. Why should you be any different?”

			His jaw flexed, and he stared at the floor for a few long moments before lifting his gaze back to hers. The oceanic blue of his eyes was as wintry as she’d ever seen it. Guilt bloomed deep in her chest. This was not how this was supposed to go. She was a jerk magnet. Her romantic history was littered with bad boys of every possible stripe—tattooed musicians, preppy young CEOs, hipsters with an edge—and the only guilt she’d ever felt was not having left them sooner. Each guy in turn had promised to fill her up and then left her empty, no matter how sure she was that this one was different. History—not to mention local gossip—would indicate that Shane was no different from the men who populated her past. So why did hurting him hurt her, too? Confused by her reaction, Larkin tried to soothe his feelings in order to soothe her own.

			“That’s not what I . . . I mean, Saturday was just kind of a weird . . . thing,” she stammered. “It’s not like I thought it meant you were all about . . . me.”

			She knew she wasn’t making it any better.

			Shane shoved his hands in his pockets and shuffled his feet, reminding her for a brief, oddly sweet instant of an overgrown teenager. “Is it really that hard to believe I’m interested in you, Larkin? Just you?”

			She wasn’t often at a loss for words, but she couldn’t seem to find a way to answer him. The easy answer was “yes,” of course. But that was too easy. The truth was, it wasn’t a question she’d given any thought to before this week, and now that she was being forced to, all Larkin had realized was that she didn’t know him well enough to say.

			“I don’t know.” It was an honest answer, at least. Even if it wasn’t what he was looking for.

			“Would it make a difference if you did?” he asked.

			She chewed the inside of her cheek, an old habit that surfaced only when she was incredibly nervous.

			“I don’t know,” she repeated, her voice softer. The way he looked at her, like she was the exact thing he wanted, the only thing, was intoxicating . . . and dangerous. He could be sweet. She’d seen it. But her friends’ warnings about him were based on more than just speculation. She knew damn well that always seeing the best in people was her Achilles’ heel. A lot of times, a person’s good qualities didn’t outweigh the bad ones, no matter what she talked herself into.

			A muscle twitched at the corner of Shane’s eye before he looked away. “This is my cue to take the hint, I think. I need to get home. Take it easy, Larkin. And don’t eat all that junk at once.”

			She laughed, but it sounded unnatural to her. “I’ll be fine. I can eat anything.”

			A ghost of a smile he clearly had to work at appeared and vanished on his lips so quickly that Larkin nearly missed it. “See you around.” Then he was leaving, his long legs carrying him away from her. Larkin stared at his back—his big, broad, gorgeous back—and discovered that she didn’t need to eat the stuff she had in her cart to be sick to her stomach.

			No. I finally have my crap together. This isn’t a good time.

			Of course, it was never a good time. Which meant there was no time like the present, right? Maybe he was a bad boy . . . but he was also her friend. That was new. Different. It had to count for something. Her feet began to move, taking her in the direction Shane had gone before she was even aware of where she was going. The cart full of junk food sat abandoned and lonely behind her.

			If the universe kept throwing Shane in her path, well, maybe there was a reason for it. She refused to lose any more sleep over this. All the good reasons in the world weren’t going to convince her that this was a lost cause, apparently. She needed proof.

			Then maybe she could get back to her regularly scheduled program of making people smile and eating too much sugar—the things she did best. And she would get back to it. She knew what brought her joy.

			The lesson had taken too much precious time to learn, but she had learned it. Maybe—hopefully—it would allow her to work through this whatever-it-was with Shane with a minimum of pain and suffering.

			I guess we’ll see.

			Larkin found him in the baked goods section, a plastic container of chocolate chip cookies in one hand, a giant cherry danish in the other. He seemed to be debating. He also looked miserable. Her impulse to do whatever she could to make him smile again was hard to restrain, but she managed to keep it tightly leashed.

			Baby steps. You are not going to just throw yourself into this. Baby. Steps.

			He didn’t seem to know she was there. He mainly seemed concerned with frowning the cookies into submission. Or maybe he was just offended by the ingredients label. She certainly would be. Larkin lifted her hand, held it in midair for a brief moment, then gave in to the inevitable and tapped him lightly on the shoulder.

			“Shane?”

			“Hmm?” He pointedly kept his eyes on the cookies. “What’s up?” He didn’t sound like he cared, particularly. What he sounded was tired. Well, so was she.

			“It would matter,” she said. That got him to look up, at least.

			“What would matter?”

			“If I knew for sure whether you were interested in me. Just me. Like, actually me.”

			It had sounded better in her head, but it did earn her a pleased, if puzzled, smile. “I’m interested in actually you. That shouldn’t be so tough to believe.”

			“See, that’s the thing,” Larkin replied, tilting her head. “I can’t believe it because you don’t know me well enough to say.”

			“I know you.”

			“You know the sexy singing baker lady. Who is pretty fabulous, I might add. And also a hell of a dancer. But that’s the surface me.”

			His chuckle did strange and wondrous things to her lower belly. “You’re also weird, right here at the surface. How many selves am I supposed to meet before I get to say I like you?”

			Her lips curved. “I contain multitudes.”

			“I think there are meds for that. And see, the fact that I’m not running should tell you something.”

			“Not really. Sexy baker lady is a powerful force. You know, I don’t know you all that well, either. Doesn’t that bother you?”

			His smile thinned. “Nope. I’m all surface. Good-looking, intelligent, basically the perfect man. What you see is what you get.”

			She laughed softly, since his usual arrogance aside, she doubted very much if he believed that. She remembered what Gina had said about him—the amazing actor, the guy most likely to blow town and defy expectations, except he hadn’t—and wondered if there was any possible way she would end up not regretting this.

			Probably not.

			“Well, whatever, but the point is that I’m going to bake you cookies.”

			He looked at her blankly.

			“I’m . . . You know . . . Those cookies are trash!” she said, pointing at the container in his hand. “Work with me here, Sullivan. Do you want to come over?”

			“Wh—uh, yes? Yes.” She watched the question sink in, along with the possibilities it raised. “I will definitely come over.”

			“We’re not having sex.”

			He burst out laughing. “Jesus, Larkin!”

			“Well, just in case it sounded like that. I think it’s better to be up-front about it.” It was also as much for her benefit as for his. For once, she was going to be smart with a guy and not just dive in headfirst. She planted a hand on one hip, exasperated. If she sounded like an alien life form who’d done only a passing study of human interaction, it was his fault. Besides, she knew he’d been thinking about it. She certainly was. But it still wasn’t happening.

			Cookies, though. Cookies were always a decent start. Besides, baking soothed her, and she’d need all the calm she could muster if she was really going to do this and explore what was between them.

			Shane’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and she found herself returning his smile. “Okay,” he said. “Cookies, no sex. I didn’t know putting them together was a thing. Maybe bakers are kinkier than I thought?”

			“Don’t look so hopeful,” she said. “I usually go to bed early, but I can make an exception once in a while, so . . . baking and company is a good way to pass an evening. We could try that.”

			“So you’re saying . . .”

			“That we could try that,” Larkin said. She knew he was teasing her now, but she was completely serious. Tongue-tied, semi-incoherent, but serious.

			“I thought you said it was a bad idea?” he asked, and that was when she could see it—the swagger and self-assurance that set off alarms even as it attracted her. She liked confidence. But there was a thin line between that and simply being a jerk. To figure out which side Shane fell on, she’d have to get closer.

			Too close for her own good, probably.

			“We can talk about it,” Larkin said. “I haven’t changed my opinion.”

			“Then why are you inviting me over?” he asked. “Apart from your weird need to feed people.”

			“That’s not weird, it’s human. Feeding people makes me happy. And I’m inviting you because . . .” She trailed off, tried to come up with an answer that made some sense, and quickly gave up. She threw up her hands in exasperation. “I don’t know. Because maybe I’m wrong. Or maybe I’m just susceptible to bad ideas. Both things have happened.”

			“You want me to argue my case? I’m good at that,” he said. It hadn’t taken much for him to get his mojo back. She was sure he could be convincing in a mood like this . . . which meant it was even more important that she keep her wits about her. Baking. That’ll help me focus.

			“No. Cookies. Talking. That’s it. Do you know where I live?”

			He didn’t. Most people didn’t, and that was by design. She loved people, but she guarded her sanctuary well. Just giving him the address had her stomach fluttering so badly she couldn’t figure out whether she was excited or nauseous. She hadn’t had a guy over in ages. Not since the one she’d followed east, in fact, and the one time he’d visited her here after they’d broken up she’d kicked him back out in very short order. Whatever Shane was, Larkin doubted he could hold a candle to Jesse Dane, Worst Idea Ever. At least, she certainly hoped not.

			Well, like she’d told him, they’d talk. And she’d see what she would see.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			He didn’t know what had changed her mind, and he didn’t care. All that mattered was that her mind had changed. Or that she was at least thinking about changing it. Also, fresh cookies.

			These were important things separately. Put together, his night was so completely made that he allowed himself a celebratory fist pump in the middle of the baked goods. He did manage to wait until Larkin had headed for the checkout before his victory dance, but he was pretty sure he heard laughter from behind the bakery counter.

			Big deal. He had a date with Larkin. And even the most ancient, wretchedly lonely virgin on earth couldn’t have been more excited than he was about the prospect.

			After a quick trip home to dump his groceries, Shane headed for the North Side. It wasn’t a part of the Cove he was in much. He couldn’t remember the last time, actually. It was a funny mix of old and older—some of the homes had been around since the early 1900s, a handful even longer. Many had been built shortly after World War II during the housing boom, tiny cookie cutters meant for returning soldiers and the families they would start. It had never been the wealthy part of town, but over the years it had deteriorated significantly. Not every street was bad, but a lot of it was run-down.

			The address had surprised him. Larkin owned her own business, and it looked pretty successful to him. Why not get a place out where Emma and Seth lived? Nice, a little newer, safe, nothing fancy but still in a good neighborhood. He guessed he’d just add this to the pile of things he didn’t understand about her. Shane slowed as he turned onto Willowbend, then drove past small homes that were almost indistinguishable from each other in the snow. He squinted at the mailboxes, looking for 578.

			When he found it, Shane realized he hadn’t needed to look for the number. The pink and white fairy lights looped through the branches of the skeletal tree out front would have tipped him off even if the sight of Larkin’s van hadn’t. He parked behind the van, pulling up to within an inch of her bumper thanks to the short driveway and the ever-present fear of having a snowplow hit his car, and got out.

			He crunched up the walk, which she’d tossed some rock salt on, to the front door. Mentally, he was taking notes: The walk was cracked and ought to be replaced, the garage door had a fair-sized dent in it, and even in the dark he could tell that the shutters needed repainting. He’d have to drive by when it was daylight to get a better look, but this was the kind of house that a Realtor would advertise as having “charm,” which in his experience meant “abysmally small fixer-upper, possible money pit.” This one was of the early 1950s Minimal Traditional variety: big bay window, small garage, maybe a thousand square feet of living space. Tiny. He saw a few things he could help out with, if she needed it. Of course, that was assuming she didn’t throw his ass out tonight, which he was going to work very hard to prevent—

			“Hey.” Larkin poked her head out the door, and the scent of vanilla wafted out to greet him. He was pretty sure he would never be able to disassociate that smell from her, which could end up being painful considering his love of sugar. Right now, though, all it did was set his stomach dancing in a way it hadn’t in a long time.

			“Hey,” he replied. She’d already tossed her hair up in a big sloppy, strangely attractive bun, and there was flour on her Pink Floyd T-shirt. A quick glance down her long frame showed him sweatpants and fuzzy socks.

			It looked like the first thing she’d done upon arriving home was to change into an outfit that screamed not trying to impress you.

			The joke was on her. It was sexy as hell.

			“Come on in,” she said. “Just dump your boots on the mat by the door, okay? The floors don’t need the water.”

			“Sure.” Curious, he stepped onto the porch and then followed her inside.

			He didn’t know what he was expecting—maybe super girly, like the shop, or everything tie-dyed, because it just seemed like something she might do—but Larkin’s home was at once different from what he’d imagined and perfectly her. Shane looked around while he pulled off his boots, depositing them onto the rubber mat by the door. The wood floors she didn’t want damaged already had some “character”—scuffed but not trashed. They looked pretty good, actually. Somebody had taken care of this place.

			Careful. As Jake would say, your snob is showing.

			Shane stripped off his coat, eyes moving over a low-slung gray couch, a few sky blue throw pillows, and a pair of chairs covered in some kind of red-and-white Hawaiian print that somehow managed not to look bizarre. The built-ins around the fireplace held a small TV and a variety of knickknacks and pictures, and above the fireplace itself hung an abstract painting, streaks of color dominated by splashes of bold, metallic blue. The rug covering the floor was as fuzzy as the socks she was wearing.

			There was a rainbow-colored crocheted blanket thrown over an arm of the couch, a crumpled pair of jeans on one of the Hawaiian chairs, a stack of paperbacks and plastic-covered hardbacks on the coffee table, and an empty mug sitting beside the TV. He could easily picture her in here . . . and it was nice to know that she probably wasn’t much neater than he was.

			“Just use the coat tree,” Larkin said. “I’ve got batter started in the kitchen. You want a drink?”

			“Sure.”

			“I’ve got water, juice, various adult beverages. . . .”

			He grinned. “What do you think?”

			Her eyes twinkled when she replied, “Apple juice in a sippy cup?”

			“If by ‘apple juice’ you mean ‘beer,’ then yeah, a sippy cup is acceptable. I’m not picky.”

			“I’ll see what I can dig up.” Her low, warm chuckle trailed after her, and he wondered if she really would hand him a sippy cup. She seemed a lot more relaxed here, in her own space, and that was a good thing. He wanted to make her feel a lot of things, but nervous wasn’t one of them. Shane hung his coat on the coat tree and walked over to the fireplace, glancing again at the scattered pictures she’d framed and arranged around it. He saw laughing faces, a couple of beach shots, a couple more of the bakery and her friends here . . . no family pictures, though. She’d never mentioned her family to him. It made him wonder, considering she was from the other side of the country, if maybe there wasn’t some static there. Definitely something he could relate to, if so.

			“Are you coming, or are you just going to stand out there staring at my stuff? I don’t have a shrine to you in here. Quit looking for it.”

			Shane laughed. That was one thing about Larkin—she wasn’t interested in feeding his ego. “Don’t you know that’s a condition of living in the Cove? The Sullivans insist that all citizens pay proper homage.”

			“Does the glass of cheap wine I just poured you count? Came out of a fancy cardboard box and everything.”

			He wrinkled his nose. “Uh. Great?” He rounded the corner and stepped into a cute little kitchen with a black-and-white tiled floor and accents of cherry red and sky blue. Larkin stood at the counter holding a martini shaker.

			“Look at that face. I should have bought boxed wine.” She shook the metal canister, then strained the contents into two martini glasses. “It’s chocolate martinis or bust in this house. Take it or leave it.”

			“That’s seriously a question?” Relieved, he accepted one of the glasses when she offered it and took a sip. It was boozy chocolate at its finest, so sweet and smooth it would be easy to forget the alcohol content. “Wow. Damn. Maybe you should put a bar in the bakery.”

			“I’ve been a bartender. Not interested.”

			He licked the chocolate liqueur from his lips and noticed the way her gaze zeroed in on his mouth. The muscles in his lower belly went taut, and he had to fight to keep the needy growl out of his voice. Yeah, he’d missed her all right. “You were a bartender?”

			“Among other things. I worked my way through college, so I’m kind of a jack-of-all-trades. Though I guess that would be more like a jill-of-all-trades. Whatever. I have skills.” She sipped her own drink and leaned against the counter, crossing one fuzzy-socked foot over the other. Shane hooked a thumb in his back pocket and glanced around at the counters. A big ceramic bowl drew his attention. That and the open bag of chocolate chips beside it.

			“You’re going to let me lick the spoon, right?”

			The look she gave his mouth this time was more fleeting, but just as heated. As much as he wanted to let her have this evening on her terms, she wasn’t making it easy on him.

			“No. That would be unsanitary.”

			“I don’t think there’s going to be a health inspection,” Shane said.

			“It would violate my strict ‘no cooties’ policy.”

			“I don’t have cooties.”

			She shot him a look. “A likely story.”

			Shane took another sip and watched her over the rim of his glass. He was still having a hard time believing he was standing in Larkin’s house. Over the past few months, he’d kind of given up hope that this was in the cards. Now that he was here, he still wasn’t sure what had prompted her to extend the invitation. When she stayed silent, her gaze darting between him and the floor, the window above the sink, and random points around the kitchen, Shane thought that Larkin might be struggling with the same question.

			“So I figured something out,” he said, deciding he might as well break the ice.

			“Hmm?” She looked genuinely curious.

			“You have no idea what to do with me when it’s just us.”

			Larkin blinked. “That’s . . . blunt.”

			“You don’t usually mind,” he said. It was a relief to see her smile, even if it was less certain than usual. “So what changed in a week? You shot me down pretty good.”

			“I wasn’t sure you were serious,” Larkin replied, her brows knitting together. “I’m still not.” She set down her glass and moved to where she’d placed the mixing bowl, picking up a large wooden spoon and beginning to stir whatever ingredients she’d already tossed in. Shane watched her curiously and wondered if he was making her nervous. Probably. The thought didn’t sit well with him. Most of the time he didn’t give a damn, but with her, it seemed to matter.

			Even if she had a habit of kicking him right in the ego.

			“This is because I used to date a lot, right?”

			He caught the arch of her eyebrow when she turned her head, showing her profile. “If you’re using ‘date’ as kind of a loose term. That’s some of it, I guess.”

			The old, helpless frustration flared in him. That was one thing about living in a small town—you never got to live anything down. “That’s pretty judgmental. Didn’t you ever screw up when you were younger?”

			“All the time. That’s why you’re standing in my kitchen instead of sitting at home in your boxers watching ultimate fighting.”

			She wasn’t the only one who could appreciate bluntness. Shane forced his shoulders to relax. She wasn’t going to give him another in a seemingly endless series of lectures about how he needed to quit being such an asshole about dating. He already knew that. He just didn’t have anybody left to practice on . . . which he was beginning to suspect Larkin knew.

			“I’m not desperate or anything,” he said, the defensiveness emerging before he could stop it.

			“Great. Neither am I,” she replied evenly. “Now that we’ve established that we’re both nondesperate people with a history of screwups, maybe you’d like to help me figure out where we go from here. Or you could quit acting like I’m about to accuse you of something rotten.”

			He snorted. “Point taken. Sometimes I get accused of rotten things.”

			“Not guilty, I’m sure.”

			“No, guilty as hell, mostly.”

			Larkin laughed, a light, musical sound that filled the kitchen. “At least you’re honest.”

			“So if my awesome reputation is only some of it, why do you think I’m such a bad idea?” He found he was more interested in the answer than he might have been, simply because he expected the answer to be something outside of what he usually heard.

			Larkin stirred for a moment, head down as though she was thinking hard about something. Shane watched the tight, wiry muscles in her right biceps shift and flex as she stirred. It was difficult to tear his attention away—it was the end of the day, it had been a long week, and she was very, very distracting.

			Finally, she said, “My taste in men is terrible.”

			“So?”

			When she popped a chunk of dough into her mouth and turned to look at him blandly, he got it. And because he couldn’t hate anything that worked in his favor, he smiled.

			“That’s not a compliment, Shane.”

			“I know. Just give me a minute to be happy I’m your taste, okay? I’ll be insulted later.”

			Larkin laughed and shook her head. “No, you won’t.”

			“I might be. Maybe you could define ‘terrible’ so I know what I’m up against, here. Everybody around here knows my track record, Larkin, or they think they do. You, though . . . It’s like you came out of nowhere. That’s not really fair.”

			Her laugh was low and a little rueful. “Life’s not fair.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			When she tapped the spoon thoughtfully on the edge of the bowl, he thought she was working on a way to change the subject. Instead, she surprised him by answering.

			“Okay.” She turned her head to look at him, her green gaze direct, almost defiant. “I didn’t come from much. You’ve probably figured that out. My family isn’t evil, but that’s the best I can really say about them. I was glad to leave, and they didn’t exactly beg me to stay. So. In my many adventures after leaving my dystopian hellscape of a hometown, I discovered I had a knack for attracting men who were, for lack of a better word, dirtbags.”

			She was very matter-of-fact about it, he’d give her that. The honesty was refreshing, even if the idea of being lumped in with a bunch of unsavory characters wasn’t. “What level of dirtbaggery are we talking about here?” he asked.

			“Oh, all levels. A musician who was a controlling man-child. A producer’s son who I’m still not sure knew what my name was, despite five months of dating. The guy with the wife and kid who lived on the other side of the country, which meant, apparently, that he didn’t have to mention they existed. The high-functioning alcoholic. Oh, and the slimy jerkbag I followed to Boston a few years back. He might have been a raging narcissist, but he did introduce me to a state I ended up loving. So there’s that.”

			Shane could only stare while she calmly sipped her martini.

			“You can run now if you want to,” she said. “This works both ways, you know.”

			“No. I mean, I just . . . How did you find all those guys?”

			“I didn’t find them. They were like moths to a flame. It’s a gift. Or something,” she replied, then sighed. “Look, you’re not the only one with a sketchy dating history, is what I’m saying. You ought to know I’m not any good at this. I choose poorly. I’ve been choosing poorly for most of my twenty-nine years on the planet. It’s why I stopped trying. I was really unhappy back then. Now I’m not.”

			“What made the difference?” he asked, genuinely curious. He’d been choosing poorly for thirty years and counting, but it hadn’t led him to any great revelations. “Celibacy?” He spat it out like it was a dirty word. Giving up sex was never the answer, he thought. Never never never. And if it was, he would languish happily in ignorance.

			Larkin laughed, and the way her eyes crinkled at the corners said it was genuine. “Uh, no. I think it was more about taking responsibility for my own happiness. I love food. I love making food. I love giving people food, which makes those people happy, which creates this perfect circle of happiness that does not involve dirtbags in any way, shape, or form.”

			“Perfect circle of happiness.” Shane snorted. “Hippie.” He laughed at the face she made, but underneath his teasing was a surprising truth: He envied her. It might have been hard-earned, but she seemed to know who she was and what she needed. Happiness. Shane turned the word over in his mind. It was kind of a foreign concept in his life, sadly. But maybe that was one of the things that fascinated him about her.

			She didn’t have to pretend to be happy. Larkin really was happy. Single, across the country from where she’d grown up, living on the Cove’s North Side by herself . . . and happy.

			How the hell did anyone manage that?

			“Hey,” Larkin was saying, “don’t judge. My life is good. I know what you probably think about this neighborhood, but for me? This is paradise.”

			Shane’s smile vanished. Was he that obvious? “I didn’t say anything about your house.”

			Larkin shrugged. “No, you didn’t. I’m just going by general Cove opinion of the North Side. It’s not perfect, but it’s friendly and affordable. This is a nice street. The snoots around here act like it’s Skid Row.”

			He couldn’t be offended when she wrinkled up her nose like that. Larkin disgusted was a new thing for him. “‘Snoots’?” he asked. “Is that even a word?”

			“It is now. Anyway, that’s me. That’s why I haven’t wanted to get involved.”

			“I’m not a dirtbag, Larkin.” Why he felt like he needed to say that, Shane wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like vouching for himself was going to accomplish anything. She offered a small smile.

			“I know. But that doesn’t mean my magic powers won’t turn you into one. Or that we’d be good for each other. None of this worries you, Shane? We have nothing in common. Besides maybe bad decisions.”

			“Untrue. We have cheesy fries. And cookies. And Pink Floyd. Don’t underestimate having bad decisions in common, by the way. Remind me to tell you about all of mine sometime.”

			One of her eyebrows arched. “You’d do that?”

			“Sure. Got a year or two to listen?”

			That made her smile again, and Shane felt himself relax in turn. Whatever worries she voiced, she hadn’t changed her mind about bringing him here. Maybe he should worry about everything she’d just said, but while it was interesting, it didn’t feel like it applied to tonight. It was more of a last warning: Stop right there; I have baggage. Well, everybody did. He’d take his chances.

			Shane watched her stirring the batter for a moment, then moved closer so he could swipe a few of the chocolate chips. Larkin swatted at him, but he tossed them in his mouth anyway, earning an eye roll. “So . . . does all of this mean you’re going to go out with me?” he asked, leaning a hip against the counter to watch her work. “With the understanding that it’s against your better judgment. I’m completely fine with that.”

			“Oh, I’m sure you are,” Larkin replied. She smiled, but there was still worry in her eyes. That was fixable, Shane thought. At least for tonight.

			He made a move for the cookie dough, and Larkin deftly blocked him. Her hands gripped the edge of the counter as she turned to face him, her stance and expression deceptively casual. He could see the tension in her, though, and how white her knuckles had gone. It made him want to punch whoever was responsible for making her so scared to trust him—and to trust herself with him. The only silver lining was that for once, he knew he wasn’t the problem. Whatever had happened to her, Shane was suddenly determined to make her forget. Because this close to Larkin, his senses full of her, he felt something so unfamiliar he almost didn’t recognize the same sensation he’d teased her for chasing—happiness. Real happiness, both simple and pure.

			And no matter what anyone thought of him, he wasn’t going to screw up what might be his last chance at holding on to it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			She’d seen him with that stubborn, determined look in his eyes before, but having it directed at her was a new experience. She’d done her best to warn him off—heck, she’d offered up way more information than she’d even intended to—and Shane’s only reaction had been a very clear “Okay, so we’re still doing this, right?” He wanted what he wanted.

			And damn it, so did she.

			Heat curled through her, starting at her toes and rushing upward, pooling in places that demanded immediate attention from the man standing a breath away from her. Her heart skipped in her chest, her breath coming fast and shallow. She’d known that letting him this close, just one time, would be opening Pandora’s box . . . and sure enough, not quite a week later, here they were again.

			“Watch where you’re sticking those fingers,” she said. It sounded ridiculously sexual, considering how close they stood, bodies angled into each other. The brief flash of intensity in his expression faded, replaced by more familiar amusement . . . and new, but no less appealing, arousal.

			“I am,” he said. And because the man did not appear to be a fan of subtlety, he placed one hand on her hip and leaned into her while he reached around to pilfer her cookie dough anyway. The connection between them was electric. Larkin’s body lifted, seemingly of its own will, to press against him. She heard his breath catch, felt his fingers dig into her hip through her sweats.

			This was what she hadn’t been able to resist, and she knew it. So close to Shane, every rational objection seemed to fade away in favor of the heat that snapped between them like a live flame. So what if he was a wealthy, womanizing bad boy? So what if her track record with guys was a still-smoldering Dumpster fire? He was funny! And hot! And basically every fiber of her being wanted to have crazy monkey sex with him! What could go wrong?

			He sucked the dough off his finger, and Larkin couldn’t help but think it was only a brief hint at all the amazing things he could do with that mouth. Shane seemed to sense his opening and made no move to put more space between them. He touched his forehead to hers. “Tastes good. You didn’t answer my question, though.”

			“Question?” she asked. Something about dating. A technical question. But he was wearing that spicy musk she was always wanting to lick off, and there was a deeply distracting throbbing at the apex of her thighs, and technical questions were the last thing on her mind. He was hard, too—she could feel the rigid length of him against her, hot against her lower belly.

			“You know what? Never mind. It wasn’t a question,” he growled.

			Funny, she thought through her haze, that he was the one so eager to put a label on this. Right now, as long as he kept his hands on her, she didn’t care what they called it. That was, of course, a problem. One she would deal with . . . later.

			Because, God help her, she was going to do the stupid thing. And she was going to enjoy every ill-advised second of it.

			“We were supposed to start with dinner or a movie or something,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone. She reached up to trace his lips with her finger, finding them as soft and warm as she’d imagined. He caught the tip playfully in his teeth, then released it with a gentle scrape. She shivered, heart stumbling in her chest.

			“We ate cookie dough,” he said. “That counts as dinner.”

			“Yeah, close enough,” Larkin said, and slid her fingers over the nape of his neck, into the coarse crop of his hair. Then his mouth was on hers, and it was no brief, questioning brush of his lips this time. Tonight, Shane simply plunged, and she willingly went with him.

			Rational thought vanished the instant he crushed his mouth against hers. It was hot and primal, a complete possession that left Larkin shaking. This. I need this. All she could do was hang on to him, her nails biting into his shoulders while he tasted her with his tongue, his teeth. There was an edge of roughness to his kiss, a sense of barely leashed restraint that was as intoxicating as the scent of his skin. Shane wore a civilized veneer, but he was big, muscular, undeniably physical. She’d wondered which side of him would win out in bed . . . and thought she had her answer when one of his hands slid up her waist to cup her breast, giving it a rough squeeze. The pleasure arrowed straight to her core.

			He wasn’t gentle. And damn if that didn’t make him even more appealing. His hips pinned her against the counter, and she writhed against him, craving the friction. She heard him hiss in a breath when he tore his mouth from hers.

			“I thought this wasn’t about sex,” he growled into her ear, then bit the sensitive lobe just hard enough to make her gasp before flicking it with the hot tip of his tongue. He squeezed her breast again, thumb abrading the taut bud of her nipple through the thin fabric of her shirt and bra. What will her legs had to hold her up was rapidly vanishing. This wasn’t what she’d had in mind. . . .

			Bull—this is exactly what I had in mind. Might as well go with it.

			She tugged on his crisp oxford shirt and then slid her hands up over his heated skin. The way his muscles jumped at her touch gave her a surge of pure, feminine power, and she knew she wouldn’t be sending him away. They’d both wanted this for far too long. The lust was the easy part . . . but maybe this wouldn’t screw up their friendship. Much.

			She’d think about it later, when she was naked and sated and capable of things like reason and restraint. Right now, it was amazing just to let herself want and be wanted. Singlehood was fine, but God, she’d missed this.

			“Plans change,” she purred. “I’m flexible.”

			She caught the wicked glint in his eye, a laugh that was almost a moan. “I bet.”

			His mouth claimed hers again, and she let herself drown in the kiss. His hands were everywhere, caresses that she felt even after his touch had roamed elsewhere. When they slid down to cup her backside and then squeezed, pulling her tight against him, Larkin drew her head back on a harsh breath, cupped his face in her hands, and showered kisses over all the lovely bits of his face she’d obsessed over—cupid’s bow, bridge of his nose, cheekbone, tiny scar on his forehead—while she tried to communicate a single, simple idea.

			“We . . . kitchen . . . probably not . . . bedroom.”

			Fortunately, he got it.

			“Okay. Hang on.” That was all the warning she got before he scooped her off her feet and set off in search of her bedroom. She yelped, then laughed as he stumbled back into the living room, carrying her as though she weighed nothing. “Shit.”

			“Back toward the kitchen,” she said, leaning her head against his shoulder and digging her fingers into the fabric of his shirt. “Hang a left, then a right.”

			Without another word he turned and found his way to the little hallway, carried her past the smaller bedroom she used as an office and straight into her room. The light was off, and he didn’t bother to turn it on. He faltered once, kicked a stray shoe out of his path with a muttered curse, and then semi-gracefully deposited them both on the bed.

			Larkin wrapped her legs around him and sighed with pleasure. However good he’d felt standing up, this was better. Why had she tried to plan this? She knew how things went when she tried to plan them; she . . .

			Oh crap, wait a minute.

			“Wait, Shane. . . .” His face was buried in her neck, his mouth doing unspeakable things to the sensitive spot just below her ear. “Do you have something?”

			He lifted his head, eyes glittering in the dark. His hair was mussed—not stylishly now, but more like he’d been doing exactly what they were doing—and his expression so hazy with desire and momentary confusion that Larkin felt an unexpected tug deep in her chest. She was used to thinking he was sexy. She was less used to finding him adorable.

			I’m in so. Much. Trouble. And it was a bit too late to worry about it.

			“Something. Oh. Oh yeah, God, I hope so, hang on.” He lifted himself off her and pulled his wallet out of his back pocket, squinting in the dark as he opened it.

			“If you don’t, I think I might in the bathroom somewhere.” She had vague memories of picking up a box at some point in the last couple of years, shoving them in a cupboard, and then fantasizing about a tall, blond, and yummy stranger who would move into town and entice her to use up the entire box with him. Which explained why it was collecting dust somewhere. But preparation was good.

			This particular redheaded, yummy nonstranger was even better.

			“I do.” He sighed with relief, then made her laugh when he added, “Wishful thinking paid off for once.”

			He pulled out the little package, set it beside his wallet on her nightstand, and then settled back onto his knees, where he began unbuttoning his shirt. He paused, just once, when he caught her eye.

			“We still good?”

			That he would ask was unexpectedly sweet. Larkin responded by reaching up and pulling the elastic and pins out of her hair so that it tumbled down around her shoulders. She put those beside his wallet, then pulled off her shirt.

			“We’re good,” she informed him, and grinned when he popped the last two buttons trying to finish getting his own shirt off. It went on the floor, along with her shirt. And her sweats. And her socks, bra, and panties.

			There was a brief moment, when Shane looked up from fumbling with his belt and realized she’d stripped off everything, that Larkin felt uncomfortably exposed, uncertain. This was completely backward. She’d meant to get him here with cookies, have some kind of adult discussion about moving slowly to the next level and seeing how it went, and then send him along before the snow flew. Maybe with a kiss. Or several kisses. Instead, he would be getting to know her body first, and she his. That wasn’t supposed to work.

			Then again, she was no expert. This was, she supposed, as good a start as any. And if things went downhill, well . . . at least she wouldn’t wonder what he felt like. Tasted like. So far, the reality was much better than the fantasy.

			Shane’s gaze skimmed down her naked form. “Holy shit.”

			Her nerves evaporated instantly. He might look like an Irish Adonis, but he was definitely still Shane.

			“Thanks, I think.”

			She thought he might rip his pants in half trying to get them off. He couldn’t seem to stop looking at her. “You’re welcome. You should be naked all the time.”

			“That would make work interesting.”

			He huffed out a laugh and finally managed to wrestle his crumpled khakis onto the ground. It was Larkin’s turn to stare while he stripped off his boxer briefs, revealing a physique that was every bit as toned as she’d imagined. His shoulders, his chest, his stomach, all looked rock hard. He might drive a desk for a living, but he sure didn’t look like it. The man was big . . . everywhere.

			“Oh,” she said, eyes widening. When she realized she’d said it out loud she felt a little ridiculous, but Shane just smiled in a way that clearly meant he knew. Larkin made a mental note to remember the man did have a healthy ego. She didn’t need to be stroking it. The rest of him, however, was fair game.

			She reached over, grabbed the little wrapper from the nightstand, and ripped it open. Shane’s smile faded as he watched her, the heat from his gaze warming her bare skin. She fought off a shiver, unsure whether it was from cold or nerves, and tried her mantra one more time: It’s only Shane.

			The thrill she felt as she thought it rendered it completely ineffective. Fortunately, Larkin couldn’t bring herself to care. She made her way to him on the bed, tucked her knees beneath her, and gently, slowly rolled the condom down over his shaft. His reaction was worth any momentary shyness she might have felt. His eyes rolled back in his head as her hand went around him, hot silk sliding over her palm, and he made a deep, guttural sound of pure pleasure that reverberated all the way to her core. She stroked him once, teasing, marveling at the effect her touch had on him.

			He moved with all the grace and speed of a jungle cat. One moment she was on her knees in front of him, and the next she was flat on her back, hands pinned above her head. Her gasp of surprise turned into a broken cry as Shane slipped a finger inside of her, circling her swollen sex with his thumb while he began to tease her with a slow in-and-out motion that had her wet in seconds. Larkin writhed beneath his touch, every inch of her skin sensitized. His eyes never left her face, and his ragged breathing rippled through her where skin pressed against heated skin. His cock pressed insistently against her thigh, promising the kind of pleasure that made what she was experiencing right now only a shadow of what was to come. She couldn’t talk, couldn’t think. There was only Shane’s clever hand between her legs, and the pulsing liquid heat he stoked with every brush of his fingers.

			Larkin’s head rocked back. “Please,” she gasped, utterly at his mercy and startled at the depth of pleasure she took in it. “Please.” The only word her fevered thoughts could form, but the right one. Shane withdrew his finger and entered her with one swift, hard thrust. With one hand he kept her wrists pinned, and the other he used to brace himself as he began to move inside her, slowly at first, filling her completely before withdrawing over and over again. Larkin drew her knees up, taking him even deeper, her entire body humming with white-hot pleasure. She arched, sensitive nipples brushing the crisp hair on his chest, while her fingers flexed, aching to touch him. The gentle restraint he’d imposed on her was both unexpected and deeply erotic. She knew if she asked him to let go he would, but right now she let herself enjoy being claimed, being completely his. Shane’s size and strength were part of what she found so irresistible about him—experiencing the way he used both in bed, Larkin realized, would leave her craving him long after tonight was over.

			Shane leaned down for a hot, openmouthed kiss before moving on to her jaw, her neck, nibbling and sucking, his breath coming in harsh pants against her skin. Larkin lifted her hips to meet his thrusts, encouraging him to give her more, faster, now as tension began to coil where they were joined in hot little sparks of pleasure, tightening the muscles in her lower belly. His pace was controlled, relentless, though she could feel him flexing against her as his pace began to quicken.

			“Let me touch you,” she breathed, suddenly desperate to have her hands on him, and he obliged in an instant, freeing her to scrape her nails down his back and then grip his ass, urging him on. Larkin watched his eyes close, chiseled features softening as he lost himself in the rhythm of their lovemaking. The soft sounds he made in the back of his throat at the apex of every thrust chipped away at what was left of her control, which evaporated completely the instant he slipped his hands between them to circle the swollen nub of her sex with his thumb. Larkin’s mouth opened on a silent cry as every single sensation narrowed to a tiny point of focus . . . and then burst, her orgasm so strong she could do nothing but hang on, shaking, as wave after wave crashed through her.

			She felt Shane tense, then let go, falling with her as he moaned out the hottest string of curses she’d ever heard, hips thrusting wildly before he finally slowed, then stilled.

			They collapsed together against the pillows, utterly spent. Larkin felt boneless, weightless, barely able to do so much as curl her fingers. Shane shifted onto his side, pulling away, and for a brief moment Larkin worried he’d confirm her worst fears and simply leave now that the deed was done. Instead, she heard footsteps, a thump as his feet found another of her shoes, a little rustling, and then the comforter was being pulled over the two of them as the bed creaked beneath his weight. He tucked her against him, one arm draped over her waist, knees fitted behind hers, his skin so warm they hardly needed the blanket.

			“Mmm” was all he said, nuzzling into her hair, sounding completely, blissfully sated. That made two of them. He didn’t say anything else, and after a couple of minutes his breathing slowed and deepened. Larkin’s lips curved into a soft smile in the dark. Asleep. The man had already fallen asleep. Well, she’d never seen Shane fail to make himself comfortable . . . and she wouldn’t complain he’d done it now.

			Larkin stayed awake as long as she could—falling asleep meant waking up again, and things would change in the daylight. They always did. But soon enough, she felt herself drifting. And just for tonight, though she knew the feeling was likely just an illusion, she let herself enjoy the security of Shane’s arms wrapped around her, safe, maybe a little bit cherished, and finally, asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			He didn’t know where the hell he was when he woke up.

			Shane inhaled deeply as he surfaced, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, then giving a loud yawn and stretching. It took him a few seconds to register the strangeness of the bed beneath him, the difference in the dim light filtering into the room. Then he caught a whiff of sugar and vanilla, and he remembered. Everything. He opened his eyes with a grin, rolling to his side to find—

			An empty bed. The covers where Larkin had slept were rumpled, but she must have slipped away at some point while he was asleep. He blinked, ran a hand over the place she’d been, and resigned himself to getting up to look for her. What time was it anyway? Morning, even though the light coming through the blinds was dim and dishwater gray. He lifted his head, spotting a clock on the nightstand. Seven a.m. Early but not awful. His body was tired in the best of ways, a sensation he’d nearly forgotten. There was nothing like waking up in a postsex haze. It would have been better if his partner had still been in bed, too, but not everybody had the same sleeping habits.

			With a groan, he hauled himself into a sitting position and looked around. In the dark, he hadn’t gotten a good look at Larkin’s bedroom, and all things considered, he hadn’t much cared. Now, in her quiet little house, he could see that the two of them had tumbled into a simple white wrought iron bed. The comforter crumpled around him was a colorful quilt in a mix of jewel-toned patterns, and there was a scatter of richly colored silk pillows on the floor. There were a few paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling, a large dresser that looked antique, a mirror in a heavy gold frame, and a jumble of things—makeup, jewelry, shiny trinkets, and those damned hazardous shoes—that marked this as Larkin’s inner sanctum.

			It didn’t look a thing like the rest of the house, but it was still all her. Larkin seemed to have all kinds of interesting secrets. He’d learned a few last night . . . and he hadn’t nearly sated his curiosity.

			Shane swung his legs over the edge of the bed, wiggled his toes into the dove gray carpet, and stood. A quick search of the floor netted him his underwear, which he pulled on before heading out into the main part of the house. The scent of her baking hit him the moment he opened her bedroom door, and his stomach growled pitifully to remind him he’d never eaten dinner last night.

			He found her in the kitchen, which didn’t surprise him. Larkin seemed to be in her own little world. She hummed and bobbed her head in time to whatever was playing in the earbuds she wore. The cord disappeared into the pocket of her sweatpants, which she’d put back on along with the fuzzy socks and Pink Floyd tee. Her long hair was tied back in a simple tail that fell down her back in loose waves, and as he watched, she shimmied across the kitchen floor, hips wiggling to the music. Shane leaned back against the wall to watch, thoroughly entertained. He knew from Jake’s wedding reception that the woman had moves, but it had been a while since he’d gotten to see them. She pulled a tin of muffins out of the oven, set it on the stovetop, clapped her hands, did a little twirl, and then yelped loudly enough to make him jump.

			“Jesus! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” She pressed a hand to her chest, then yanked out the earbuds. Shane could hear the Jackson 5 singing very softly until she fumbled her phone out and stopped the song.

			“Did you forget I was here?” he asked. He was joking, but when Larkin pursed her lips and tugged at her ponytail he realized he’d hit a little closer to the mark than he’d wanted to.

			“No. Maybe. For just a minute. I just . . . I hate being snuck up on.”

			He could see he’d actually managed to rattle her, which left him in the unfamiliar position of wanting to apologize and make another person comfortable. Shane put up his hands, palms out. “Okay. Won’t do it again. Sorry. You’re just cute when you dance.”

			“Oh. Well, thanks. And it’s fine, really. I just didn’t expect you to be up this early. I tried to wake you a little while ago, but you were pretty much catatonic.” She was still flustered, but her pink cheeks and half smile told him he’d at least managed to make it a little better. He hadn’t expected her to be so skittish—not after last night. She looked around the kitchen, tapped her fingers against her things, and seemed to only reluctantly meet his gaze again. The wild, uninhibited Larkin from the night before had retreated behind a wall of awkward politeness. Shane fought back against the frustration that wanted to rise up.

			This is new for her. For both of us. Remember that, or you’ll push too hard and wind up just another name in the dirtbag column.

			“So. Did you, um, sleep okay?” Her eyes darted to his underwear, widened, and then shot right back up. “Do you want a bathrobe or something? It can get chilly in here.”

			“Larkin,” he said, torn between amusement and exasperation, “we spent the night naked. You really want me to wear a fluffy pink bathrobe?”

			“It’s purple. And anyway, I know, and . . . no, but I wanted to talk to you, and I don’t know if I can do that while you’re in your underwear. It’s distracting.”

			He smiled. “Good.”

			She dropped her chin and fixed him with a beleaguered look. “Shane. I’m serious. Be serious with me, just for a few minutes.”

			That didn’t sound promising. If there was one thing he knew how to do, it was to work things around into getting his own way. Being an only child had plenty of drawbacks, at least in his case, but it had taught him some valuable life skills. The first rule was to always deflect attention from the issue at hand if at all possible.

			“Hey, don’t you have to be at work?” he asked. He walked to the sink to look out the window over it. It was still snowing lightly, and it looked like they’d gotten a few inches overnight. No doubt the plow had blocked him into the driveway. Which . . . suddenly explained a few things. He turned to find Larkin fussing over her one-cup coffeemaker, into which she’d placed a large mug emblazoned with a grumpy-looking Tinker Bell. She was pointedly avoiding his gaze.

			“Shit. I’m sorry, Larkin. That’s why you were trying to wake me up. I didn’t even think about it.”

			“No”—she held up a hand—“don’t apologize. Last night was . . . spontaneous . . . and I didn’t think about it either, until my alarm went off at four a.m. How do you sleep through alarms? I’m not even kidding. I wake up if somebody slams a car door five houses down.”

			“I’ve been like that since I was a kid,” he admitted. “You might not want to know what my current alarm clock sounds like.”

			“No. No, I don’t.” She took a sip of her coffee, closed her eyes in apparent pleasure as the caffeine entered her system, then opened them to regard him over the rim of her mug. “Want some?”

			“God, yes.”

			That seemed to please her. It had at least given her something to do other than fidget nervously. She kept talking as she turned to get a mug down from the cupboard. “Anyway, once I got up I realized that you were blocking me in the driveway. I tried to wake you up, but you were out. So I called Jo and told her I was having car trouble—”

			“Did she believe that?” Shane interjected. Jo was friendly enough, but he always got the feeling she had a well-honed bullshit detector. It was a handy thing to be able to pick up about people, since he considered himself a pretty talented purveyor of the same. Larkin popped a new cartridge into the machine, and a stream of liquid began to fill his mug.

			“No,” Larkin said. “I had to promise I’d give her the real story later. But she’s been nagging me to take a morning off one of these days for pretty much ever, so it wasn’t a big deal. We have each other’s backs. She was coming in early anyways, and now Aimee will help her get the baking done. It’s great practice. She’s definitely got it in her blood. Aimee, I mean. Normal people are never that excited at four a.m., and when I called her, she was over the moon. I’ll go whenever you, ah . . .”

			“Whenever I get out of your hair?”

			“That’s not what I meant.” Her voice softened. “I assumed you had to work, too.”

			“I do, but I’m not in mortal danger if I show up a little late. It helps to have your name on the sign,” he said. That didn’t seem to settle very well with her, but she let it go, instead handing off his coffee.

			“I’ve got cream in the fridge, sugar in the middle canister over there. Spoons in the drawer beside the sink.” She pointed while she spoke, then gripped her mug with both hands and took another sip, looking up at him. She looked uncannily like the fairy on the mug, big green eyes and all.

			“You made muffins,” he said.

			“Oh. Yeah,” she said, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She stayed close to him, which he liked. After last night, he didn’t want to watch the walls go back up between them. “I thought, you know, since you were still here, breakfast would be a good thing. And I’ve noticed you like chocolate chips.”

			This was her thing, just as she’d said—feeding people made her happy. After hearing a little about her past, Shane was even more impressed that she thrived on offering up sweet little fragments of herself. It was an integral part of her infinite feedback loop of joy or whatever she thought of it as. Right now, she was making him a part of it. And she was so damned cute standing there with her muffins, created with him in mind.

			There was no expectation here. Just a kitchen filled with Larkin’s particular brand of sunshine. His chest tightened, filling with overwhelming, unfamiliar emotion. It was too much to pull apart and analyze, so he simply slipped his free hand around her waist, stepping into her. Feelings were tough, but action . . . that he understood. “I do like chocolate chips,” he said. “Know what else I like?”

			Her body curved into him, even though there was an unmistakable wariness in her eyes this morning. He’d like to get rid of that as soon as possible.

			“I think there’s probably a very long list of things you like,” she said. He caught the suggestive note in her voice and grinned.

			“Absolutely. You’re pretty close to the top of the list, though.”

			She laughed nervously and ducked her head. “Glad I’m up there with . . . what? Successful litigation, probably. And good beer. Shane . . .”

			He leaned down to kiss her, and though she let out an irritated little exhalation the instant before their lips met, she quickly melted into a slow, sweet, coffee-and-sugar-flavored kiss. He felt the featherlight caress of her fingers on his cheek, trailing down to trace his jaw before skimming through the hair at his temple. Just a touch, but the stroke of her hand struck a chord somewhere deep within him and started an ache just as sweet as the kiss. It had been a long time since anyone had touched him that way, longer still since anyone had meant it. He drew her deeper, sliding her hand up his back—

			“Mmph. Shane. No. Down. We need to talk, I mean it,” she said, pulling her head back to stare up at him with a look that managed to be disgruntled and aroused at the same time. He had a feeling he might see that look a lot from here on out. Inwardly, he groaned. He didn’t want to talk. He wanted Larkin, muffins, and coffee, in exactly that order.

			“Okay,” he relented, drawing out the word like a reluctant kid. Larkin laughed, shook her head, and rose up to kiss the tip of his nose. The small gesture gave him hope that this particular conversation wasn’t going to go as badly as the one from last weekend. “What did you want to talk about?”

			“This. Us. Everything. We kind of jumped the gun, here.” She retreated to the stove, where she began popping her muffins out of the tin and setting them on the counter. She turned and tossed one to him. “Here. Nutrition. Sort of.”

			“Thanks.” He caught it one-handed, a big lightly browned muffin loaded with fat chocolate chips. It smelled like heaven and made the coming argument a lot more bearable. He just didn’t get why she needed to analyze this. It had happened. It had been amazing. They should definitely do it again as often as possible. What was hard? “Let me ask you something,” he said, moving to the counter so he could set down his mug and peel the paper off the bottom of the muffin. “How long have you been thinking about me like that?”

			He asked partially to illustrate a point, and partly because he was genuinely curious about the answer. Larkin’s cheeks flushed a pretty shade of pink. “Well, I guess . . . quite a while.”

			“Like all the way back at Jake and Sam’s wedding?”

			She pressed her lips together, but the corners of her mouth twitched. “Maybe.”

			He threw his head back and groaned dramatically. “Why didn’t you say something? I would totally have taken you home that night.” Months wasted while he languished in what he’d thought was the friend zone. Still, at least they’d figured it out eventually.

			Larkin widened her eyes at him. “Yeah, uh, not shocking. I was specifically warned not to do that, since you supposedly had some magic power that was going to make my dress fall off if I wasn’t careful or something. But you were actually just kind of charming. We had fun. There was no reason to screw up an awesome night.”

			That stung a little. “How would that have screwed it up?”

			“Because we didn’t even know each other.”

			He took a swig of his coffee while he tried to figure out where she was going with this conversation. He had a feeling that wherever it was, he was going to spend the rest of the day wishing he’d been able to distract her into a detour. “You told me last night you didn’t think we knew each other very well,” he finally said. “So what would the difference have been?”

			“Exactly. That’s exactly it,” she said, laughing a little as though she was relieved he understood. Which he absolutely didn’t. Shane tore a chunk out of the muffin and ate it, chewing slowly. It was excellent. Unlike this conversation.

			“Larkin, look, we talked about this. I was serious when I said I was only interested in you. I’m not going to wind up on your mistake list. I’ve made enough mistakes on my own to be pretty tired of that. We’ve got plenty of time to get to know each other—”

			“Yes, we do,” she interjected, nodding vigorously. “I’d like that. I want that.” He’d almost started to relax when she added, “That’s why I think we should wait to have sex until we’re a little more comfortable with each other.”

			Shane stared at her, aghast. He tried desperately to believe he’d heard her wrong, but the look on her face said he hadn’t. She was serious.

			“But,” he stammered, “why? Last night was incredible, Larkin. I just . . . I know it was kind of out of the blue, but that doesn’t mean it was the wrong thing.” A terrible certainty suddenly gripped him, that he’d been alone in thinking last night had been some mind-blowing experience. That somehow he’d managed to be a disappointment even in this, one of his few supposed areas of expertise. Something to that effect must have shown on his face, because Larkin rushed to reassure him.

			“It was, Shane. I don’t want you to think that—oh my God, please never think that. Last night was way more than I imagined. And, trust me, I’ve imagined a lot.”

			The panic passed as quickly as it had come upon him, though it left a lingering disquiet. “Then what?” he asked.

			“It’s just . . . this was fast. Like, really, really fast,” she said. “I want to see where this goes with us. I wouldn’t have asked you over if I didn’t. But—” She paused for a moment and seemed to be searching for the right words. She seemed almost embarrassed, which was silly, Shane thought. She had absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about. But he waited, listening. And after a moment, she explained, “Look, some of those bad experiences I told you about happened because I always jumped too fast. I let the physical stuff distract me from all the red flags until I was in up to my neck, and by the time I realized my mistakes, it was always ten times harder to get untangled. I don’t want that this time. I want to know it’s the right thing before we start getting naked on a regular basis.” Worry creased her brow. “Does that make sense?”

			It did. He might not like it, but he understood what she was saying. Shane tried not to take it personally, because he knew she didn’t mean it that way. She didn’t want him to leave her alone; she just wanted to slow things down. That, he could do. Especially because he knew, with a twist of guilt deep in the pit of his stomach, that there had been a time in the past when he would have bailed on any woman who had asked this of him. Larkin needed better than that.

			He wanted to be better than that.

			Shane nodded slowly, and the relief he saw on her face was so deep that he could swear he felt it as his own. “It makes sense,” he said. “And if that’s what you need, then that’s what we’ll do. I mean, I’m almost as entertaining with my clothes on.”

			She laughed, head drooping forward for a moment as though she’d just had a weight lifted off her. When she looked up at him, he knew he’d made the right choice. This would be a new thing for him, playing the good guy. He wasn’t sure how he’d do. All he knew was that it mattered . . . and not just because of Larkin.

			He wanted to know if whatever she saw in him was actually there.

			“Thanks. For being okay with it,” she said. “I know it probably sounds strange.”

			“No. You’re talking to a fellow screwup, remember?” he said, and that put the light back into her eyes. “I get wanting to do things right. I may resist the urge most of the time, but I do understand the impulse.” He smiled, and when she returned it he forced himself to relax. This wasn’t a rejection. It was just a temporary modification. That, he could handle.

			Besides, being a persuasive bastard was kind of his stock-in-trade. Maybe he could shorten the sex moratorium, at least by a little. Regardless, it was good to have goals.

			“Uh, quick question, though,” he said, raising his hand. “Can we still make out?”

			The muffin she threw hit him in the head, but her laughter—and the chocolate—was worth it. And instead of feeling like winter would never end, Shane decided that he might not mind if spring held off a little longer after all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			The good thing about having known Shane for a while, Larkin decided, was that their first date didn’t have to be awkward and weird. He’d seen her dance. He’d seen her stylish loungewear. He’d seen her with various ingredients on her clothes and in her hair. He’d even seen her completely naked.

			Well, maybe it would be a little weird. Still, when Shane texted her to see whether she wanted to join him and a couple of friends for a late dinner at the local sushi place Tuesday evening, she felt perfectly fine about pulling off her apron, putting on her coat, and heading over right from work.

			“This isn’t so different,” she told herself as she parked beside Shane’s Lexus at Rising Sun, the little sushi place that had opened about a year ago near the edge of town. It wasn’t a prime location, but the place did great business, and Larkin had been here plenty of times when she needed a sushi fix. Never with Shane, granted, which meant he’d never seen her lose control of the chopsticks and splatter herself and everyone nearby with soy sauce, but that didn’t seem like something that would surprise him. So . . . no, not really so different. Except for the part where just looking at his car gave her a serious case of the butterflies, which only got worse when she walked in and saw him.

			Larkin usually sat at the big glass sushi bar in the center of the restaurant, but Shane and his friends had situated themselves at one of the square tables that surrounded it. She didn’t have to look hard for him—he was almost always the biggest guy in the room, even if the red hair hadn’t been a dead giveaway. He looked relaxed, leaning back in his chair with his mouth running, as usual. He laughed at something, and Larkin found herself frozen just a few steps inside the door. It was silly, she knew, to continue to be so taken by the way the man looked. It wasn’t like he could help it, and she’d certainly been sucked in by good looks before only to be disappointed. But when Shane was honestly enjoying himself, his smile could light up a room.

			That was the kind of smile he wore tonight. A good sign, Larkin thought. Now if she could just quit standing here gaping at him . . .

			He turned his head just enough to catch sight of her, and that was what finally got her moving. He had enough of an idea of the effect he had on her. Standing around drooling on herself wasn’t going to do either of them any favors.

			“Hey,” he said easily, standing to pull out the empty chair beside him when she reached the table.

			“You have manners!” she exclaimed, feigning surprise. Actually, she was surprised . . . not that he had them, but that he was suddenly displaying them for her benefit. She started to wonder if he was working some kind of angle and then shoved the unkind thought aside. It wasn’t his fault that PDA made her suspicious.

			“Sometimes,” he replied. “I save them for beautiful women and places that don’t have plastic tablecloths.” She felt a light brush of his hand against her hair as he moved to sit back down, and when she glanced at him, she was treated to a small, intimate smile. The kind of smile that said, I’ve been thinking about you, and in these thoughts you’re usually naked.

			Or maybe she was just projecting her own thoughts onto him.

			“I don’t think we’ve ever officially met.” One of Shane’s companions, a boyishly handsome brunet with pretty brown eyes stretched out his hand toward her. “I’m Ryan Weston.”

			Larkin shook with him. “Nice to meet you. Officially,” she said with a smile. She’d seen him around, but never to talk to. The man with him, a slim, good-looking blond who was wearing the hell out of a pin-striped vest and red bow tie, seemed to be sizing her up. She knew who he was—Aaron Maclean, a local sculptor whose star was on the rise. He showed at her friend Zoe’s gallery, Two Roads, but she hadn’t been in since he’d started working there part-time to, according to Zoe, “keep himself out of trouble and have other people to bother.”

			“This is Aaron,” Ryan said by way of introduction. “He’s going to tell you he’s my better half, because he lies a lot.”

			Larkin laughed when Aaron arched an eyebrow at his boyfriend, then grabbed her hand and instead of shaking it, kissed it. “Enchanté,” he said. “I am his better half. He didn’t even know what sushi was until I started him on the path to enlightenment.”

			“I did too know what it was,” Ryan said.

			“Never trust a man who dresses like Pee-wee Herman,” Shane intoned.

			Aaron rolled his eyes while the other two laughed. “Says the arbiter of taste here. Ten bucks says there are pictures of you in those pants and a sleeveless undershirt smoking a cigar somewhere.”

			Shane thought for a moment. “These pants specifically?”

			“I rest my case. You find a bow tie that doesn’t make you look like a low-budget stripper and maybe I’ll take your opinion under advisement.”

			Larkin looked back and forth between them as they casually slung insults at one another, then laughed like idiots and clinked their beer bottles together. Ryan, who seemed to be the quiet, less acerbic member of the trio, simply grinned at her and shook his head. She shrugged out of her coat, amused, and when she looked up Shane was sliding a small piece of paper and a pencil toward her.

			“We ordered some gyoza already, just to start,” he said. “I didn’t know what you’d want for rolls, though.”

			“No biggie,” she said, and set to work marking off the rolls she wanted from the list. Shane leaned over, watching her peruse the selections. After she’d marked a couple of things, she lifted her eyes to stare at him. “Is it that interesting?”

			“Yes. How was work?” he asked her. “You have flour in your hair.” She wasn’t sure whether she actually did or not, but since he was using it as an excuse to brush his fingers through her hair, it didn’t much bother her either way. He certainly wasn’t shy about touching her in public. Though from what she’d seen, he wasn’t particularly shy about anything.

			“I’m accessorizing. And work was fine. Not too busy, not too slow. I sold a box of cherry tarts to Big Al. I’m still getting used to that enormous Russian fur hat he’s been wearing.” Big Al Piche was one of Harvest Cove’s most eccentric residents, and Larkin was never sure what sort of entertainment she was going to get when he came into the shop. After all, the guy was the sole reason Zoe had had to institute a strict no-pants-no-service policy at the gallery a couple of summers ago. He’d been going through a brightly colored Speedo phase at the time.

			Shane’s brow creased. “He didn’t do the dance, did he? I heard he’s been doing the dance.”

			“Ahh . . . He might have done a little of the dance.” She laughed when Shane groaned. She guessed she was not the only recent victim of Big Al’s cossack dance.

			“Is your shop in one piece?”

			“The table is fixable. I’m just glad it isn’t roller skate season yet.” She didn’t want a repeat of that experience, and neither did her display case. “How was work for you?”

			His grin vanished the instant she asked. “Eh,” he said, lifting one shoulder in a half shrug. “Same old.” He looked down at her sheet. “You’re doing the Mountain Roll? That thing is so good. I went with that and the Dancing Dragon Roll. And some sashimi. And a Philly Roll, just for something small.”

			She watched him change the subject and debated calling him on it. Even before last weekend, she suspected he knew a lot more about her job than she did about his. Now he knew a lot more about her in general, but she was still basically in the same space where he was concerned. That needed to change.

			“I like how you consider the Philly Roll a side dish,” she said. “So what kind of lawyering do you do anyway? I don’t think you’ve ever said.”

			“The ‘as little as possible’ kind,” Ryan cracked, drawing Larkin’s attention.

			“Ha-ha, very funny,” Shane said, sounding annoyed, before he focused back on her. “I mainly focus on elder law. Wills, estate planning, stuff like that. I’m not one of the guys doing the dramatic courtroom presentations, if that’s what you were thinking.”

			He sounded almost embarrassed, but she didn’t understand why. “I didn’t think anything,” Larkin said. “I just wondered. You don’t talk about it, at least not when I’m around.”

			“He doesn’t, if he can help it,” Ryan offered, handing his own sushi order sheet to the server, who’d brought with her two plates of steaming dumplings. “Shane would rather be playing a lawyer than actually practicing law.”

			“He’s a frustrated thespian,” Aaron added, helping himself to two of the dumplings and spooning a bit of sauce onto them. “You should probably know that so you’re not shocked when he starts asking you for sexy-time role-play in full Shakespearean dress.”

			She eyed Shane, who was wearing a decidedly disgruntled expression. “You really want to go there, Pee-wee?” he asked.

			“Stop, you two,” she said, then returned her attention to Shane. The idea of him onstage fascinated her, even if she couldn’t exactly picture it. “I think it’s cool that you like to act. I was never any good at that. Tended to trip over the scenery.” That, at least, brought a hint of his smile back.

			“No way,” he said.

			“He doesn’t just like it; he’s great at it,” Ryan said, swiping one of Aaron’s dumplings. “Any play he was in, people would come just to see him. The director of the little theater company around here still tries to get him to audition for some of the shows they put on, but Shane would rather be miserable.”

			“I’m not miserable. It’s called having a job and not that much free time,” Shane replied. He tapped his chopsticks irritably against his plate. “Anyway, quit poking at me. I told you I’d think about it.”

			“I know. Just don’t take forever.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			Larkin watched Shane and Ryan curiously as some unspoken agreement passed between them—along with the sort of affectionate exasperation that only family or people who’d been friends for a very long time seemed able to muster. A look at Aaron told her nothing, except that she was the only one in the dark here according to his knowing smile. She sighed softly and propped her chin on her fist.

			Not everything was her business, but she hated being the odd girl out . . . and in a small town, even one she loved as much as Harvest Cove, she might very well have odd-girl-out moments for the rest of her life.

			She was glad when conversation turned quickly from whatever “it” was back to more familiar territory, though she continued to wonder what the big secret was. Shane seemed to relax once he didn’t have to talk about work anymore, and Larkin decided that she liked his friends. Aaron, who she’d always found slightly intimidating in the way she found all stylish, talented, perpetually put-together people intimidating, was wickedly funny. And she thought Ryan was sweet. He seemed to have a softening effect on his significant other, too, which was always nice to see. She liked being around couples who balanced each other out. Did she and Shane do that? she wondered. Maybe they would . . . or maybe they were just opposites who would attract and then repel. She’d have to wait and see.

			She wished patience were one of her strong suits. Tamping down the worst of her Veruca Salt impulses was going to be a full-time occupation until she was sure about Shane . . . and like she’d told him, she needed to be sure.

			Once the rolls arrived, conversation ebbed in favor of eating, and Larkin was happy to dig into her dinner. Normally she made it through without any chopstick-related mishaps—all she could do was hope that luck was with her. On her right, Ryan had leaned away from her to engage in a soft discussion about weekend plans with Aaron. Shane leaned over to murmur in her ear, his breath warm against her bare neck. A brief, heated memory of him dragging his teeth across the same spot flickered through her mind, and she had to force herself to concentrate on what he was actually saying.

			“How’s the food?”

			“Fab.” She chewed, smiled, and gave the thumbs-up instead of trying to elaborate around a mouthful of rice and fish.

			“I wasn’t sure you ate sushi,” he said, then looked pointedly at the half a roll left on her plate. “Glad you know what you’re doing.”

			Larkin swallowed, took a second to pat herself on the back that she had left only one small puddle of soy sauce on her plate—so far, anyway—and began to work another piece away from what remained of her Spider Roll with the chopsticks. “Uh, yeah, I know what I’m doing. Food is my life. When my metabolism finally gives out, I’m screwed. This is at least semi-healthy.”

			“Semi,” he agreed.

			“So what prompted this?” she asked. “You haven’t been into the shop in so long that I’m having to give away your free samples to random people. I was starting to wonder—”

			She started to spill it, then stopped herself. What she’d started to wonder was whether he’d changed his mind once he realized that getting her clothes off again was going to take some time. She wanted to ask, but there was no flattering way to ask it.

			“Wonder what?” he asked.

			“Whether you were suddenly anti-sugar,” she said, and gave him a gentle poke in the stomach. “Losing people to better eating habits is always sad.”

			“That’s not something you need to worry about, trust me,” he said with a soft chuckle. His expression turned serious. “I’m not avoiding you. Work’s been a little busy, and I knew you had a Saturday thing with Gina—”

			“You did?”

			“Ah, yeah. You told me that. On Saturday.”

			“Oh.” She grinned sheepishly. “I may have been low on coffee at that time. It’s kind of a chronic problem.” Sometimes her brain disengaged during the midmorning lull. That was, naturally, when Shane had roused himself to text her good morning. She had some vague memory of preemptively telling him she was unavailable that night, now that he mentioned it. Not that she hadn’t wanted to see him—far from it. But her standing date with Gina was important to her . . . and her independence was precious. She wasn’t ready to rearrange her life for anybody.

			“That’s handy information to have,” he said. “Anyway, I wanted to see you. And you’re also saving me from being the third wheel again with these idiots.”

			“I heard that,” Ryan said, turning his head. “See if I’ll vouch for you now, asshole.” He sounded decidedly unoffended.

			“What am I missing here?” Larkin asked as he resumed talking with Aaron. She lowered her voice, in case it really was something top secret . . . though in the Cove, she couldn’t imagine anything that would qualify.

			Shane shifted uncomfortably. “It’s . . . nothing, really. Just a job thing.”

			Her eyebrows arched. “A job thing?”

			“Yeah. I don’t know,” he said, and everything about his body language, from the way he started to rub at the back of his neck to the stiff line of his shoulders, said he really, really didn’t want to talk about it. She was belatedly sorry she’d asked. Mostly. Shane wasn’t normally secretive about anything, and it was impossible not to be curious. “There’s just something Ryan thought I’d be interested in. I said I’d think about it.” He hesitated. “I’d really appreciate it if you kept that to yourself for now. I’m probably not going to do anything about it anyway.”

			“Okay,” she said. When he looked relieved without adding anything more, she said, “Do I get to know what exactly this job is that I’m not telling anyone you’re probably not applying for?” If she was going to be keeping a secret, damn it, she’d at least like to know what it was.

			“Theater director,” he muttered. “At the high school.” He prodded at the scant remains of his pickled ginger, all that was left of the feast he’d ordered for himself. “I actually minored in theater. Don’t laugh.”

			Larkin wrinkled her nose. “Why would I laugh?”

			His blue eyes were wary when they looked at her, and she saw he was serious.

			“I might have hammed it up around here when I was younger, but it’s not the kind of thing people expect me to do anymore,” he said.

			Larkin snorted softly. “So then why don’t you have the application filled out already? Isn’t that your thing? Doing what you’re not supposed to?”

			His laugh was a short, humorless puff of air. “Yeah. Well, the perception and the reality where I’m concerned haven’t actually had much to do with each other in a long time now. You did notice I’m a lawyer who doesn’t date, right? And I’m not exactly swinging from the lampposts on the weekends. I grew up.”

			His sudden moodiness startled her. She’d wanted to see what was underneath the smartass exterior she was used to. Sadness wasn’t what she’d expected, but that’s what she saw, however briefly. Sadness and a fair amount of bitterness. Maybe this was where some of his sharper edges came from. Learning to soften those . . . that was something she had more experience with than he knew.

			“Shane,” she said after a moment of consideration, “what do I look like to you?”

			The question seemed to take him aback. “Uh . . . a girl? Sorry, woman. Woman.” He smiled. “A hot woman with flour in her hair. Why?”

			“A grown-up, then.”

			“I hope so, or I’m in trouble.”

			She smacked him on the arm, sensing that he was already retreating behind his considerable armor of sarcasm and inappropriate commentary. “You’re right, I’m a grown-up. And I have a job where I get to make sugary treats for a living, in a shop that looks like Candy Land, which also has a couple of sparkly unicorns as decorations. I’m not bored, I’m not boring, and technically, I am an adult.”

			“So?”

			“So your argument is totally invalid, is what I’m saying. And if you even think about using gender as an excuse, you’re getting a chopstick in the eye, because that’s also invalid.”

			“Not a gender thing,” he said. “Also not a manliness thing, because as we all know, I’m basically a paragon of masculinity.” Across the table, Aaron heard him and began to choke on his beer. “It’s just . . . you know, big change, big pay cut. I’m not sure I’m cut out for it anymore.”

			“So why consider it?”

			Shane was silent a moment, appearing to think about that while he played with his bottle. “Because,” he said quietly, “it’s the only way I can think of to live a thousand lives, instead of just one. It’s freeing to shed your own skin for a little while. Not to mention a hell of a lot of fun. I just—”

			“Is he feeding you his garbage about why he can’t make a career change at his advanced age of thirty?” Ryan interrupted, then looked across the table at his friend. Larkin startled, only realizing how close her head had been to Shane’s when she had to pull away. Ryan was busy looking disgruntled. “Dude. If you’re too scared to make the jump, then just own it. Quit pretending that being miserable is your only choice. Just watching your father’s head explode when you told him would be worth it.”

			“Dude. Nobody says ‘dude’ anymore,” Shane replied. “And be careful what you wish for. My father’s reaction would probably leave Harvest Cove nothing but a smoking crater in the earth.”

			“I’m willing to take that risk,” Ryan said.

			“My hero, always making the big sacrifices,” Aaron quipped, then grinned when Ryan gave him an exasperated look.

			“See what you get in your lunch tomorrow. Just wait and see.”

			Larkin laughed. “Aw, you pack his lunches? That’s love.”

			“More like pity. He’s a disaster in the morning. And most of the rest of the time. He’s a pretty good cook, though. Plus my shirts are actually ironed now.”

			Aaron played his long fingers over the neck of his bottle. “Trust me—I did not move him in for his domestic skills. But somewhere along the way, he really did learn how to pack a nice lunch.” He smirked at Ryan. “I keep meaning to thank your mother.”

			“Don’t. She already likes you better than me, brownnoser.”

			“Only because I’m everyone’s favorite.”

			Larkin watched them, amused when Aaron affectionately ruffled Ryan’s hair and effectively ended the mock argument. None of it seemed to faze Shane. Their chatter returned to more mundane topics as they finished up their dinners, then waited for their server to tally up their bills. By the time Larkin stood up to shrug back into her coat, she felt pretty certain she’d be seeing Ryan and Aaron in the shop once in a while. She hoped so, at least.

			“Nice to finally meet Shane’s dream girl,” Aaron said as they all headed toward the door. That gave her a pleasant little shock. Dream girl? And the look Shane shot him said that she had indeed been a topic of conversation.

			“I can’t take you anywhere, Maclean. I’m going to stop trying.”

			“If I had a buck for every time you threatened that, I’d be a millionaire.” Aaron’s sharp grin softened when he turned his attention back to her. “I’m finally going to get my butt into Petite Treats this week. I want one of those red velvet cupcakes Zoe keeps raving about. She loses her damn mind every time you have them.”

			“I know. I sent her home with a half dozen yesterday. I’m not sure she was planning on sharing.” In fact, she’d said as much on her way out the door. Larkin doubted it would stick, though. Zoe’s fiancé, Jason Evans, was a big grumbly sweetie—sort of like a half-tamed bear—and from what she’d seen, if he made puppy-dog eyes at her, Zoe would probably share, even if the sharing was just a small bite. These were the red velvet cupcakes, after all.

			From his expression, Aaron seemed to be thinking along those lines, too.

			“I try to eat pretty healthy,” Ryan said, “but I think I’m going to have to make an exception. Those really do sound good. It was nice to meet you, Larkin. We’ll definitely see you.”

			“Awesome,” Larkin agreed. “That’ll be great.”

			Shane said his good-byes, then walked with Larkin to their cars. The night air was cold, but fresh, and she breathed it in deeply, tipping her head back to breathe steam up toward the star-flecked sky. She could feel Shane’s gaze on her, the heat and intensity of it. One of these days, she told herself, she’d figure out how to take it in stride and not get flustered. Unfortunately today was not that day.

			“I like your friends,” she said, trying to fill the silence and dispel some of the wicked tension licking its way through her like little flames. She’d had some vague hope that her night with him would have ratcheted this down a little. No such luck. If anything, knowing what she was missing only made it worse.

			When she turned her head to look at Shane, it was clear from the look in his eyes that she wasn’t suffering alone.

			“They’re good guys,” he replied. “When they don’t have somebody new to show off for, that is.”

			Larkin chuckled. “Dream girl, huh?”

			He grunted. “No comment.” He was, she decided, cute when he was embarrassed. They reached the cars, and Larkin turned to face him, her back to the door of her van. It brought back memories of the last time they’d been in this position, and her heart began to flutter accordingly. She was just glad it wasn’t loud enough for him to hear.

			“You’ve been friends with Ryan a long time, huh?” she asked.

			“Yeah. Since junior high.”

			“He’s sweet. He and Aaron seem to make a good couple.”

			“Yeah, it’s good to see him happy. He was always kind of quiet and, you know, single. Aaron’s brought out the best in him. Which is kind of amazing, if you’ve ever listened to Maclean run his mouth for any length of time.”

			“Isn’t that sort of the pot calling the kettle black?” Larkin asked, rolling her eyes and laughing. “He’s obviously drawn to people with big personalities.”

			“I guess.” He closed in on her, and Larkin tucked her hands behind her back, leaning into her van. Shane braced his hands on either side of her head, and the warmth of his breath dispelled the chill in the air. “What about you, Cupcake Queen?”

			She grinned. “What about me?”

			“Are you drawn to my big . . . personality?” There was plenty of innuendo in the way he said it, which she ignored.

			“I think you’ve got a big heart under the big personality,” she said. “That’s what I like.” His expression, utterly dumbfounded, was priceless. Apparently, that wasn’t a comment he got much. Pleased with herself for rendering him speechless, Larkin leaned in and pressed her lips against his in a soft, lingering kiss. She felt his mouth relax beneath hers, and then Shane angled his head to take control of the kiss, turning something sweet into something infinitely hotter. He was deceptively gentle, the soft brushes of his lips and tongue against hers perfectly designed to make her want more. She found herself rising up on her toes, fitting herself against Shane’s big, solid form to get closer even though it couldn’t possibly be close enough.

			The kiss deepened as Shane slid his hands down to her hips and pulled her in. Larkin made a soft sound in the back of her throat and wrapped her arms around his neck. She let herself drift in the heat they created, forgetting everything but the longing that coursed through her veins like wildfire. When he pulled back, it took her a moment to collect her thoughts well enough to speak. Especially because he kept her in his arms and buried his face in her hair.

			“You smell good,” he said, his voice muffled.

			“Thanks. You do, too.” She loved the rough feel of his hair against her cheek, the scent of his shampoo mingled with his cologne. She could happily stay just like this for the rest of the night . . . which was why it was time to go.

			Shane seemed to sense it, too, though his expression was reluctant when he let her go. “You sure I can’t take you home?”

			You have no idea how tempted I am. “Not tonight,” she said. “But maybe I’ll bring you a treat at your office tomorrow, if you’re around.”

			“I’m always around,” he said. “It’s part of the wonder of being me. See you tomorrow, then?”

			“Tomorrow,” she agreed.

			He lingered a moment longer. “So . . . definitely not tonight?”

			She couldn’t help but laugh. He was teasing, but he also looked like a kid who’d been told he couldn’t have any more ice cream. It was lovely to be wanted, and to want, this way. But she needed more . . . and she didn’t know what more was on offer yet. Still, she felt plenty of regret leaving him here, since her body had a mind of its own and did not approve of this decision. Not at all.

			“Definitely not tonight, Shane.”

			He sighed. “Okay. I’ll just hop the last train to Bummerville and get home, then.” Then his expression softened into a smile, and she saw a wistful hint at the man he was when he forgot to try so hard. “It was a good first date. We’ll try it solo next time, see what happens.”

			“I bet you’ve got a few ideas.”

			He dropped his voice into a lower register and his voice became a silken growl, like fingernails across silk. It was the perfect villain voice—the kind of villain she’d spend hours fantasizing about redeeming even after he’d met his downfall on film.

			“I’ve always got ideas. All you have to do is ask.”

			Her shiver had nothing to do with the cold. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, and his slow, sensual smile did nothing to break the spell he was busy weaving around her. It was time to go, before her resolve broke. Especially because it had been a good first date.

			She wasn’t in the mood to press her luck.

			He waited until she had gotten in her van and started to drive away, lifting a hand in farewell, which she saw in her rearview mirror. Larkin felt that dangerous pull deep in her chest again, the one that insisted she turn around, go back, and tumble off the edge of a cliff. She knew that feeling all too well. Which was why she kept going until Rising Sun was just another set of lights in the distance.

			“No tumbling, romantic or otherwise,” she told herself, and cranked the stereo. But no matter what she told herself, all she saw was Shane waving good-bye as she drove away . . . and she wondered if she was already in too deep to let him go.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			A little after two, when the daily lull kicked in, Larkin boxed up a few items—and then added a few more—and headed over to Sullivan and Associates.

			She wasn’t sure what to expect from Shane in his natural habitat, though given their conversation last night, she didn’t think it really was his natural habitat. She’d driven by the building plenty of times. It was an old brick building not far from the square, with an elegant gold-lettered sign hung beside the door. Her own experience with lawyers was limited to the rare occasions Journey O’Neill had dragged her along to the dingy little office of the cousin of a friend of a friend who worked for cheap, always to fight over unpaid child support. Maybe her memories would have been better if any of the money that lawyer had occasionally managed to procure from her deadbeat father had ever improved her life in any noticeable way, but . . .

			Nope, not going down that memory hole. Larkin shrugged it off and parked along the street, grabbing the pink-and-white handled bag on the seat beside her. Today had been a good day so far. No reason to ruin it by rolling around in her past. She had to be in the right mood for a good wallow anyway.

			Still, when she stepped inside the office, it was hard not to be struck by the difference between her memories and Shane’s reality. The waiting area was comfortable, wood floors covered by an Oriental rug, chairs with spindly legs and striped cushions, and a glass table covered in neat stacks of magazines. She was going to take a wild guess that this office didn’t subscribe to the glossy gossip rags she had fun catching up on at the dentist and the salon.

			“Can I help you?” The receptionist’s head popped up behind a small window on the far wall, eyes full of polite disinterest. For just an instant Larkin was sixteen again, young and awkward and gangly in some cheap dress that would never cover as much of her legs as she wanted it to. She felt exposed, judged, and written off . . . after which came the flash of anger at herself that she’d allowed those old feelings to creep in.

			I belong here. If I’ve ever belonged anywhere, it’s Harvest Cove. She squared her shoulders and smiled at the receptionist.

			“Hi! I’m here to see Shane.” She held up her bag. “Is he in?”

			The coolly polite smile turned into a more natural one, banishing any of Larkin’s lingering anxiety. “He is. I thought I recognized you. Larkin O’Neill, right? Love your brownies.”

			“Thanks!” Her instincts had been right. Apparently, she’d needed the reminder that they usually were. “Actually . . . I have a couple of brownies in here. Some of this is for Shane, but I brought a bunch of extra in case anybody was hungry,” she said, and watched the receptionist’s face light up. Food, she thought, was always a good way to break the ice. It made people happy, and she was all about that.

			“Really? You have brownies? You’re sharing?”

			“I’m sharing,” she said, and walked to the window, pulling out the top box. “If you could just let Shane know I’m here—”

			“Oh, I will! I’m just really excited to see chocolate.” Her voice lowered. “It’s been one of those weeks.”

			“Totally understand.” Larkin opened the box, lifted out a big chunky brownie wrapped in paper, and handed it over. “Better with wine, but a glass of milk works, too.”

			“Coffee. Perfect with coffee,” the woman said, crooning at the dessert in a way that made Larkin wonder whether she was going to hear “my precious” or something. Chocolate did strange things to people. Instead, she got a warm smile and an invitation to have a seat. “I’ll let him know. He should be right out.”

			Larkin put the box back in her bag and wandered over to the seats along the far wall, smiling. The receptionist’s reaction was what she lived for—it never ceased to amaze her how food could completely change the equation between people. A little sugar went a long way, both in baked goods and in life.

			She was just sitting down when Shane strode through the door separating the waiting area from the offices. He was a little dressier than usual, wearing a dark sport coat and a silvery-gray tie, and just that little bit extra transformed him into someone she’d never quite seen before. It was easy to forget Shane had a real job, considering how much time he spent both not talking about it and wandering away from it.

			She wouldn’t be forgetting again.

			“Hey,” he said, his eyes warming immediately when they met hers. “You came.”

			“I meant what I said, and I said what I meant,” Larkin replied with a smirk. She dangled the bag in front of her. “I come bearing gifts, as promised.”

			“Come on back, I’ve got a little time.” He glanced at the receptionist, who had torn off a chunk of brownie and was trying, unsuccessfully, to shove it in her mouth before anyone noticed what she was doing. “Oh, come—Deb, did she try to bribe her way past the desk?”

			Deb shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. This is my favorite day at work ever.”

			He heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Giving away my food,” he said, arching an eyebrow at Larkin before beckoning her forward. “Come on. Before any more of my brownies mysteriously end up in other people’s mouths.”

			“I brought extra,” Larkin informed him as she followed. “To share.”

			“I don’t share.”

			“Sounds like a personal problem,” she said as they moved past two doors. One was closed, but the other contained a pretty brunette at a desk. She looked up curiously as they passed. Larkin waved.

			“It’s more like a defining personality trait,” Shane replied, and led her into his office. Larkin noted that he quickly shut the door behind them before she turned to take a look around. It was very . . . dark. The furniture was all heavy, dark wood, mahogany maybe, and it sat on an Oriental rug that was patterned in shades of burgundy and deep blue. A large bookcase sat against one wall, full of books that looked both dense and lethally boring. His diplomas hung on the other wall, and a pair of windows behind his desk looked out onto the snow-covered yard.

			Two low-backed chairs were turned to face the desk. There was a much bigger chair behind it. She could imagine this version of Shane behind it, but it gave her a strange feeling. She supposed she hadn’t understood just how big the difference was between his current career and the one he seemed to be toying with. She’d only ever really wanted to do one thing. It hadn’t been easy, but it had made some things easier. It had saved her from this sort of career crisis, for one thing.

			“So what did you bring me?” he asked, moving in on her.

			She laughed helplessly when he hooked his fingers into her belt loop and hauled her against him. She might have gotten him to agree to hitting pause on the sexual part of things, but he didn’t seem to have any intention of keeping his hands off her. She couldn’t say she minded.

			“Sugar,” Larkin said, and his grin was wicked.

			“Good. I could use something sweet in my day.”

			She knew what he was doing only a split second before he did it. Larkin’s eyes widened. “Shane, you’re going to smush the mmph—”

			He had some awfully smooth moves for such a big guy, and any concern she had about smashed baked goods vanished as soon as he kissed her. Her noise of protest when their lips met quickly turned into a sigh of pleasure. The hand she’d braced against his chest relaxed against the soft fabric of his shirt, fingers splaying before sliding up to cup the back of his neck. His tongue swept inside her mouth to tease and taste, and Larkin only dimly felt the tugging at the back of her head before her hair tumbled around her shoulders.

			“Hey.” It was as much of a complaint as she could muster under the circumstances, and a breathless one at that. Probably because he’d decided to nibble her earlobe. “I can’t go back to work like this.”

			“Good. Stay here. I love your hair. I’ve thought a lot about how it would look spread out on my desk.”

			“Oh.” The image was immediately seared into her mind—cool wood against her back, Shane’s muscular form braced over her, hot skin against hot skin, driving into her until she was half out of her mind with—

			“Well, this must be the mystery woman. Sorry to interrupt.”

			Larkin sucked in a breath and tried to pull away, but Shane’s hands tightened on her, allowing her only a tiny bit of distance before he slid one hand around to encircle her back. The gesture probably looked casual, but she could feel the tension thrumming through him and knew it had nothing to do with her. Shane’s voice, rumbling up from deep within his chest, told her everything she needed to know in two simple words.

			“Hi, Dad.”

			•   •   •

			Sorry to interrupt, my ass.

			Shane turned to look at his father peering in the doorway and wondered who’d tipped him off. Normally, a closed door was a clear sign not to come barging in. But then, Jim Sullivan wasn’t great at boundaries, at least where other people were concerned. Especially when those people were his family.

			“For a second I thought you were actually working in here.” His father’s voice stayed pleasant, jovial, even. But Shane got the message. He ought to, since it was always the same: You’re not working hard enough; quit being such a slacker and make me proud.

			Easier said than done, as he knew from long experience.

			“Yeah, well, busted,” Shane replied, uninterested in sparring with him right now. His heart rate had calmed down, as had other parts of his body, but his frustration with being interrupted wasn’t likely to go away anytime soon. That look she’d given him when he’d mentioned having her on his desk could have melted steel. “This is Larkin O’Neill,” he added, and tried not to grind it out through gritted teeth. His father’s big smile and cold eyes were an indication that today was going to be another one of those days he hated being a Sullivan.

			“Larkin,” Jim said. “Pretty name. Very unusual.”

			“Thank you,” Larkin replied. A glance at her told Shane she wasn’t sure what to make of the man in front of them. She’d figure it out soon enough. Most people did. Not that they usually had the guts to say it to his father’s face, which was a wise decision. “It’s an old family name,” she finished, and smiled. It was so genuine that he felt a tight pain in his chest. She had no idea how wasted sweetness was here.

			“Oh?” Jim smiled back. It didn’t get anywhere near his eyes. “And where’s your family from? I don’t think I know any O’Neills around here, and I know just about everyone.” He laughed, and Shane briefly considered grabbing Larkin around the waist and busting out through the window. Instead, he decided to cut off the current line of questioning.

			“I’m from Californi—”

			“Hey, Dad, Larkin just stopped in for a minute to drop something off. You can interrogate her some other time,” Shane said. “We’ve both got to get back to work. I’m sure you’ve got other things to do while I say good-bye.”

			Jim’s smile hardened into a thin line. “I’m never too busy to pay attention to my son’s life. Why don’t the two of you come for dinner this weekend? Say Saturday around six. Your mother’s been complaining you don’t stop by more often, you know.” Shane knew that tone, and it was the one that brooked no argument. Dinner was happening, and no plausible excuse magically appeared to get him out of it. If his mother had been complaining, it really had been a while. He was stuck.

			“All right,” he muttered. His guest, however, didn’t seem inclined to go so easily.

			“Ah,” Larkin said, “I don’t usually get home until about six thirty on Saturdays, and—”

			“That’s fine. We’ll make it seven,” Jim said, waving his hand dismissively. “I’ll have Malia whip something up.”

			“Malia Breton?” she asked, her frown deepening.

			“Yes, our personal chef,” Jim replied. “Does excellent work, much better than the last one.” His mouth quirked up in a humorless little smile. “You know her?”

			“A little. We’re friendly. She’s very talented,” Larkin replied. Shane caught the edge of his father’s sharp gaze and ignored it. Sullivans weren’t expected to date the help, or friends of the help. Not publicly, anyway. Lucky for him this was one of the parts of being a Sullivan he had no problem jettisoning.

			“Well, you’ll have to say hello to her when you arrive. Saturday, it is,” Jim said.

			Shane felt Larkin stiffen, and he remembered her Saturday dinners with Gina. Would have been nice if you’d remembered before. She tried to protest. “But on Saturdays I always—”

			“Let your mother know if you have any special requests,” Jim said to him, rolling right over Larkin. “We’ll look forward to seeing you, Larkin.” He left, shutting the door behind him, though not without a look at Shane that clearly said, You do what you’re told. It was a look he’d seen plenty of times before, usually when his father sensed his only child was about to do something of which he would not approve. The man had some kind of psychic gift when it came to that.

			He sighed and turned to look at Larkin, who was still staring at the door with her mouth half-open. Then she turned the full force of her green eyes on him, and she was definitely not happy.

			“What was that?” she demanded.

			“My father.”

			“I know that, I just mean . . . He didn’t even listen to me!” He was glad the outrage in her voice wasn’t directed at him, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be before long.

			“Listening isn’t really his strong suit,” Shane replied. “So. Can I pick you up on Saturday?”

			Her brows drew together. “No. Look, you need to tell him I can’t come. I always have—”

			“Dinner at Gina’s, I know,” Shane said, and felt the same weariness he’d carried for years settle on his shoulders. He didn’t expect Larkin to understand, since it sounded like she’d had the opposite problem. She’d struggled because she hadn’t been given any expectations to meet, had to find her own. He’d struggled because there was no way he could meet the expectations looming over him all his life. And still, here he was again trying to at least meet the baseline. “Look, I know it’s not what you want to do. But if we get this over with, he’ll drop it for a while. If we put it off, he’s going to be up my ass indefinitely.”

			“You could just tell him off. You’re an adult.” She looked exasperated, and he didn’t blame her.

			“His name’s on the firm. He owns everything in here.”

			“He doesn’t own you,” Larkin said, and the comment produced a tiny thrill of possibility. It was the same thrill he got from thinking about breaking out, doing something else, being anything but a Sullivan. But then reality intruded again, and he was just a guy in a suit in his father’s law office with a framed degree he was expected to use. He’d already come so far down this road of falling in line with his father’s expectations. Generations of Sullivans glowered at him from the walls of the office. They’d been responsible, educated, high-class men who valued tradition, or so he’d been told. Sullivans didn’t follow their hearts; they followed the money. Walking away from all of that sounded like the simplest thing on earth, in theory—but he knew that the walking would be the only easy thing.

			It was more like a jump off a cliff. And he couldn’t see the bottom from here.

			“Please,” he said. “As a favor. I’ll make it up to you.”

			Larkin exhaled loudly through her nose, but he could see her softening. It bothered him to take advantage of the same sweetness that drew him to her, and a large part of him wanted to tell her he’d just go to his parents’ house by himself so that she didn’t have to miss her dinner with Gina. But he knew at the same time that he wouldn’t be able to put his father off for long. If they just did what he wanted now, he’d leave them alone. It was the central calculation of his life, and he knew it was no way to operate, but until he figured a way out of this endless loop it was all he had.

			“Fine,” she said, and Shane tried to pull her into his arms.

			“Thank—”

			Her hand on his chest surprised him, since it was anything but friendly. “Don’t thank me. I know a lot about crappy parents, so I sympathize, but that doesn’t get you off the hook for enabling him. I have a life, too. He doesn’t get to dictate my schedule.” She blew out a breath. “But I’ll do it this once. For you.”

			Guilt mingled with relief deep in his chest. “Because I’m cute?”

			Her look was bland. “Because you’re cute,” she said, and shook her head. “I have to get back. Enjoy the goodies, okay? And share. I’m serious.” She paused to consider. “Though maybe not with your father.”

			He’d had no intention of sharing with anybody, but he supposed he could make an exception. Plus, Tammy would go nuts over this stuff, and God knew she deserved it for putting up with him every day. “Sure. I’ll share.”

			Larkin looked skeptical. “I mean it, Shane.”

			He lowered his head to touch his nose to hers, and this time she didn’t try to push him away. He inhaled deeply, savoring the warmth of her and the scent of frosting. She melted against him the way she always did, and he wished the rest of the office would just vanish so he could try out that desk seduction scenario. Just the two of them . . . that’s what he wanted.

			Fortunately, he was used to disappointment by now.

			“You’re pretty cute, too,” he said.

			“Hmm. I don’t even have anything fancy to wear to dinner. They expect fancy, right?”

			“Shorts and flip-flops. They’ll be thrilled.” He nuzzled her again and kissed her lightly, once, twice.

			“They’re not going to like me,” she said, and there was such an ominous note in her voice that he pulled back to look at her. She was as serious as he’d ever seen her, grim and unsmiling.

			“Sure they will. And anyway, I like you. That’s all that matters.” That didn’t seem to soothe her any, and it made him think she must know something he didn’t. But that was nuts. He rarely brought women to meet his parents. This was maybe a little earlier than he would have subjected Larkin to it, but they might as well get it over with. Because he had no interest in doing this with anyone else again. Just her. His parents weren’t warm and cuddly, but they’d be fine with whoever he picked. He was sure of that.

			Well, pretty sure.

			“Okay” was all Larkin said, sounding dejected. It wasn’t the attitude he would have hoped for about the whole thing, but then again, his father wasn’t known for bringing joy to the masses.

			“It’ll be fine.”

			“Okay,” she said again. “But if I have to do this, you can have dinner with me and Gina next Saturday. That’s fair.”

			It was fair. Not ideal, since every night spent in the company of chaperones cut down on the amount of time he got to touch Larkin, but hopefully there would be plenty of time for that. He was getting more practice being a gentleman than he’d bargained for—that was for sure. It was probably good for him. He suspected that just because of how little he liked it.

			“I’ll have dinner with you and Gina. Anytime,” he said. Larkin nodded, but the shadows hadn’t gone from her face, and he wondered when she’d get around to telling him the whole story about her own family. That was only fair, too. After all, she was about to get up close and personal with his.

			Larkin nodded, then surprised him by cupping his face in her hands and tugging him down for a sweet, lingering kiss that left him muzzy-headed. When she pulled back, her eyes searched his face, and she seemed about to say something. Finally, though, she simply shook her head with a rueful little smile, stroked his cheek one more time, and stepped away.

			“See you later,” she said, and left him staring after her, wondering what she’d been trying to say.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			The delivery arrived at Petite Treats midmorning on Friday, a large and fairly flat box that Aimee hauled back into the kitchen, her eyes sparkling.

			“What did you order?” she asked. “It’s for me, right?”

			Larkin looked up from a tin of cupcakes she’d just pulled out of the oven and frowned. “I don’t even think that’s for me. I didn’t order anything. Is the address right?”

			“Yeah, Hot UPS Guy was completely positive it belongs here. He showed me the address when I asked if he was sure.” She looked around, then switched to a stage whisper. “He smells really good!”

			“One of these days you might want to ask him his name. I’m sure he has one,” Larkin said, wiping her hands on her apron and coming around the table to take the box. It was light, and when she shook it she heard a sound that could be another box, or possibly fabric.

			“Why ruin the mystique of Hot UPS Guy?” Aimee asked, then grinned. “So? Are you going to open it?”

			“Um.” Larkin eyed the box as her stomach started to knot uncomfortably. She had her suspicions about this, and if she was right, she’d prefer to react to it by herself. “I’ll get into it when I have time a little later. I’m sure it’s not important.”

			Aimee’s dark brows shot up. She was a beautiful girl who wasn’t such a girl anymore, Larkin thought, heaving an inward sigh. Eighteen and had the world by the tail, working here and saving up to start at the Culinary Institute of America in New York in the fall. Larkin would miss her terribly, but watching her spread her wings was an experience she wouldn’t trade. It had been nice to be the kind of mentor she hadn’t ever really had.

			“It’s not like you not to rip open a present,” Aimee said. “Do you think it’s one of those glitter bombs? You don’t have any enemies, though.”

			Larkin snorted. “Shows how much you know.”

			“Not in Harvest Cove, you don’t.”

			“Well . . . no. But you still have much to learn, young padawan. And I’m not opening it right now.” She propped it against the wall in a corner and left it there over Aimee’s protestations. She had things to do. Things and stuff. Far more important than ripping open a box which had probably come from Shane, and probably contained something that was going to make her question this constant desire to be with him, both with and without clothing. He was with his friends tonight, at least, so she could brood in peace—and because of the box, she was in the mood.

			It was still there as the daylight faded and the lights came on outside, until she was closing up and could no longer ignore it. Flustered, she pulled out her phone and called Emma.

			“What’s up?” Her friend’s voice was chipper, at least. That would help.

			“So I have a potential emotional event happening here. Want to come over and drink me through it?”

			Emma’s warm, husky laughter made her smile. “Sure. You want backup? I’ve got three other women on the hook for a girls’ night, too. Seems like it’s been a long week for everybody. I think Zoe’s lobbying for a pajama party at her house, though.”

			“I can swing that,” Larkin replied, her mood already lightening. “I’ll get changed and head over. And I’ll bring martini stuff.”

			“Then you’ll be the queen of the party. See you around seven?”

			“Absolutely.” Larkin hung up, already feeling better. If she had to be cursed with a taste for clueless men, at least she had friends to commiserate with. And sometimes, that made all the difference. With a resigned sigh, she picked up her package, turned out the lights, and headed out the door.

			•   •   •

			“Why do you keep looking at your phone?”

			“I’m not.” Shane frowned, then tried to slide his phone under the table while looking at it. Jake sighed loudly beside him. It was hard to blame him, Shane thought. He’d invited them all over to hang out and have some fun, but so far all they’d managed to do was sit around his kitchen table and stare at one another, punctuating the silence with the occasional insult.

			“Seriously. One more time and I’m shoving that phone someplace you won’t be able to get it without a laxative,” Jake said.

			Shane looked up at his best friend, the man who’d been there for him from grade school onward, the man whose friendship he valued above all others, and said, with feeling, “Bite me.”

			Jason Evans, Jake’s cousin and a local park ranger, leaned back in his chair and looked between the two of them, lips twitching with amusement. “True love,” he commented, then took a sip of his beer. Shane offered him a one-fingered salute, used to the sarcasm from that quarter. Jason was as big as he was, but a hell of a lot quieter until you got to know him. Then he was as much of a jackass as the rest of his friends. Shane considered that an essential trait in the people with whom he surrounded himself. So far, he’d done a pretty good job in his selection.

			Fitz was slumped forward to Shane’s left, chin propped on his folded arms. He’d been looking increasingly forlorn as the evening had worn on. “Are we going to watch a movie or something?” he asked. “Cards? Video games? Something?”

			“Jesus, you’re a treat tonight,” Shane said, turning to look at him. Fitz’s dark eyes looked up at him, huge and sad and puppyish. They all knew what the issue was, of course. It wasn’t like they hadn’t been through it dozens of times before. “If you can’t write, why don’t you get out of town for a few days? Find some inspiration. See the world. Get laid. Any or all of these things would do you some good.”

			“I don’t want to go anywhere.”

			“Yeah, you never do. Glad you could take a break from haunting the halls of your Gothic mansion to share your misery, though.” Shane snorted. “How do you write about such cool stuff when you never go anywhere?”

			The puppyish look turned peevish. “It’s called having an imagination. You know, that thing you use to picture naked women. It can actually envision other things, believe it or not. And I do too go places,” he grumbled. “I go to cons.”

			“Which you hate.”

			“I like the people, I just hate the travel. But I still go. And I don’t see you jetting around the globe, either, Sullivan. I get out more than you.”

			“Not true,” Shane said. “I work at an office, which means I leave my house. I know you spend days at a time holed up and living on ramen.”

			“I would never try to live on ramen.” Fitz’s eyes narrowed. “My mom brings me food.”

			Shane tried to picture his own mother doing that for him. She might send the chef over if things were dire, but that would be about it. Come to think of it, he’d never seen Liz Sullivan actually operate a stove. She came from old money, older and even more substantial than the Sullivans’. Kitchen work was strictly for the help. As was child-rearing.

			“Well,” he said, searching for a comeback. Finally he settled on “You still suck.”

			There were chuckles and groans around the table. Fitz simply shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Ow. My feelings.”

			“Call Seth,” Shane suggested. “We can make him give us a ride in his police mobile.”

			“Yeah, I think Seth wants to keep his job,” Jake replied. Seth Andersen was engaged to Jake’s wife’s sister, Emma Henry. Shane had thought he was kind of uptight at first, but it turned out he was just quiet. Quiet and a little bit of a Boy Scout, but there was a sense of humor lurking in there, too. He’d have to have one to live with Emma.

			“Damn it, Shane, what do you keep looking at on there?” Jake made a grab for his phone, which Shane deftly maneuvered around.

			“Nothing. No—hey!” Fitz poked him in the side, where he was ticklish, which made him wobble enough for Jake to swipe the cell phone. He got up and dashed from the room, laughing madly. Shane cuffed Fitz upside the head and took off after him, Jason’s rumble of a laugh following him. Jake had always been fast. Unfortunately.

			Shane found him hunched over his phone at the foot of the stairs. “I love how you don’t even have a pass code on here.”

			“It’s a pain in the ass to do it every time I want to get into it. Give it back.” He held out his hand. “Come on. Before I have to pick you up and smash you.”

			Jake handed it over. “That was a waste of energy. So confess. What are you obsessing about?”

			“I’m not obsessing. I’m just . . .” He shrugged, then decided he might as well tell Jake. “I sent Larkin something. A present. I know it got delivered, but she hasn’t texted or anything.”

			Jake’s brows lifted. “A present? Like flowers or something? That’s not like you.”

			He knew, which was one of the many reasons it was weird talking about it. “Yeah, no. It was like a dress . . . thing.” If Jake’s eyebrows went any higher they were going to vanish into his hairline. “Shut up,” Shane added preemptively.

			“You picked out clothes for her?”

			“What? I have taste.”

			“Do I even know you?” Jake asked, and Shane punched him in the arm. Jake winced and rubbed the spot. “Okay, it’s you. But this is, ah, different.”

			“So?”

			“So it’s different. I guess you actually like her.”

			“Don’t be dumb. I’ve liked her for a while. You know that,” Shane grumbled. He felt stupid talking about it. He could talk about any number of irrelevant things at length, but Larkin didn’t fall into that category. And now Jake knew it.

			“No, I mean, it’s good! Larkin is great. I just didn’t realize it was this much of a thing for you.”

			“Well, it is. A thing.” Shane frowned, annoyed by the ever-present specter of his past self, the guy who people assumed actually put notches on his bedpost. He hadn’t. Well, after college, at least. “I’m not like that anymore,” he added, a defense against whatever Jake was thinking.

			“I know that,” Jake said, and the simple, slightly surprised way he said it was a welcome vote of confidence. “I just didn’t realize you were moving this fast. But it’s good, like I said.” He ruffled a hand through his hair, and the simple gold ring on his finger caught the light. Shane watched it, momentarily mesmerized. He didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about his friends’ romantic statuses, other than to sometimes resent their intrusion into his plans. It was easy to forget that Jake had taken the big plunge, that he was married. To a hot, funny woman who he preferred to spend time with over everyone else, including his best friend. Shane hadn’t been able to see how that would work before.

			Now he was beginning to get an inkling. The idea was both terrifying and thrilling at the same time.

			“What’s it like?” he asked, only belatedly realizing he’d asked out loud. Jake’s lips curved up into a puzzled smile.

			“What’s what like?”

			“You know. Being with one person. Forever.”

			Jake blinked. “Wow. You really do like her.” When Shane glowered, Jake laughed softly and put up his hands. “Okay, okay. Um, it’s great. I mean, Sam and I argue sometimes. But we also have a lot of fun.” His eyes went far off for a moment while he considered the question, and his smile softened. “I like having her here. I like knowing I’m coming home to her. I like just sitting around and talking to her even though sometimes I have no idea what she’s talking about . . . and vice versa, I’m sure, because I know I start with the medical terms sometimes and her eyes glaze over. But she’s my partner. It’s probably corny, but it’s not just about the sex—she’s my friend. I like who I am when I’m with her. She makes me better, if that makes any sense. And now I can’t imagine being without her.” After he finished, he rubbed the back of his neck and looked away with an uncomfortable laugh. “So, uh, yeah. That’s what it’s like.”

			Shane looked at him for a long moment. Finally, he said, “You’re right. It is corny.”

			Jake tipped his head back and groaned. “Why? Why did I know you were going to say that?”

			“Because you love me. Though not as much as you love Sam, apparently. Don’t I complete you?” He grinned, and Jake shook his head with a baleful look.

			“No. No, you don’t. Let’s go play poker or something. I’ll get out the cards.”

			“Wait, wait, wait,” Shane said, extending an arm to hold Jake back. “You didn’t let me finish. It’s corny, but it makes sense. And it helps. So thanks.” He took a deep breath. “We’re having dinner with my parents tomorrow night.”

			Jake’s hazel eyes widened. “Oh. Oh. Well . . . good luck, then. I’m glad I helped.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Sure.”

			They stared at each other awkwardly for a few long moments, then, in unspoken agreement, headed back to the kitchen. Jason gave them an odd look.

			“What the hell was that about?”

			“Nothing,” Jake said, but then pitched his voice higher and added in a singsong, “Shane’s in looove.”

			Shane turned to glare at Jake’s grin, then gave up and laughed along with his friends. “Whatever,” he grunted. “Screw cards. Let’s go play Call of Duty and blow shit up.”

			There was a chorus of cheers, and as Shane picked up his beer and followed his friends into the family room, he mulled over what Jake had said. He didn’t know what it was like to have another person make him feel whole, or better, or whatever. In some ways he’d always been on his own. But he found he wanted to know. That was new. He wasn’t sure if or how such a thing would work for him. All he knew was that Larkin was his best chance to find out, the only person who’d ever made him want to find out. Falling in love, real love, still seemed unlikely, but stranger things had happened. The only thing he knew for certain was that everything he did or didn’t do with Larkin had just gotten a lot more important.

			Not tonight, though. Tonight was for friends. He’d worry about the corny stuff in the morning. So resolved, Shane started into the family room.

			But he still checked his phone one more time.

			•   •   •

			“All right,” Zoe said, nudging the box forward with her toe. “It’s time, before you fall asleep on my floor.”

			Larkin yawned and smiled sleepily. It was ten o’clock, way past her bedtime, but it had been worth it. Her friends were draped over the furniture in Zoe’s gorgeous living room. Annalise, a florist who was one of her karaoke partners in crime, was in a sweatshirt and shorts and flopped across a wingback chair. Sam Henry, looking more than a little like Daenerys Targaryen with her platinum hair around her shoulders, was sporting a set of well-worn Rainbow Buddies pajamas and lounging on the couch with a martini, with Zoe, her curls piled on top of her head and wearing elegant silky jammies, curled up beside her. Emma had opted for striped cotton pajama pants and one of Seth’s sweatshirts, and she sat on the floor, her back against an ottoman, with an empty martini glass in her hand.

			“Just do it,” she advised. “Might as well get it over with.”

			Larkin pushed up off her stomach with a groan and folded her long legs beneath herself. “All right.” She sighed. “I just know what it is.”

			“Lingerie, probably,” Emma said, and Larkin burst out laughing. She hadn’t even considered that.

			“No. It’s not lingerie. At least, I hope it’s not lingerie.” She felt her face go hot. “Uh, maybe I should have opened this on my own.”

			“Uh-uh. You come to my temple of pajamas and wine, you play by my rules. And my rules clearly state that any unopened packages must be opened in full view of everyone before you leave. Especially if the package might contain lingerie.” Zoe tipped her chin up and smiled an imperious little smile that any queen and/or classical goddess would have been proud of.

			Larkin wrinkled her nose at her. “You really need to post these rules someplace people can see them. As a warning.”

			“Sorry, the temple ownership reserves the right to change the rules on a whim. You don’t like it, find a less capricious goddess to party with.”

			They all laughed, and Larkin wrapped the soothing atmosphere around her like a warm blanket. She’d needed this tonight. She hadn’t realized how wound up she’d been getting over Shane and how things were going between them. This was a nice reminder that as many knots as she might get tied up in, she had lovely friends on call to help her untie them, even if they didn’t know they were doing it.

			“What do you think it is?” Sam asked. “You seem pretty sure about it.”

			“It’s a dress,” Larkin said, and the surprise in the room was palpable.

			“A dress?” Annalise asked, rearranging herself in the chair to watch the unveiling more comfortably. “I thought Shane’s MO was getting women out of their dresses, not into them.”

			“Why do you think it’s a dress?” Emma asked, frowning. “That doesn’t sound like Shane.”

			“Sure it does,” Larkin said, tucking a lock of hair that had fallen out of her ponytail behind her ear. “See, he roped me into dinner with his parents tomorrow night because his father is a pushy jerk, right? And Shane knows I’m a ‘jeans and flip-flops or sneakers’ girl, plus he’s been to my house, so he knows I live in the quote-unquote bad part of town. So this is his way of making me presentable to his parents.”

			“Ew.” Sam winced. “Like Pretty Woman, but more condescending. Are you sure, though? Shane can be . . . let’s say ‘interesting’ . . . but I’ve never seen him do anything like that before. He’s actually a lot less snobby than he used to be.”

			“Of course I’m sure,” Larkin said. “When I was out in California, I dated a few wealthy guys who were willing to date down as long as they thought they could dress me up. I was young and dumb and thought they liked me, not just the way I looked.”

			“Really? You never told me that.” Emma watched her, bright blue eyes full of curiosity and sympathy. Larkin struggled not to hunch her shoulders and hunker down defensively. She wasn’t going to be judged here. These were her people.

			“I know. Just my crappy dating history. It’s not, like, an exciting topic of conversation. I mean, I saw a counselor for a little while. I know I was looking for what I never got at home.”

			“Lookin’ for love in all the wrong places,” Emma sang quietly, and Larkin laughed.

			“Pretty much. I was good at it, too! If you put me in a room with a hundred good guys and one jerk, I’d be obsessed with the jerk within five minutes.”

			“I went through that in college,” Sam volunteered, raising her hand. “I was pushy jerk catnip. It’s like I showed up with a T-shirt that said Hi, I’m emotionally damaged—please try to control me! Except it turns out I have a low tolerance for bullshit.” She smiled, and Larkin tried to picture her as the bullied teen everyone said she had been. All she saw was a beautiful woman who was comfortable in her own skin. Though maybe that was what people saw when they looked at her, too. It wasn’t totally true, but she was a lot closer than she ever had been. It was nice to know she wasn’t alone.

			“My tolerance started out pretty high,” Larkin admitted. “My mom—she’s a prize—always wanted me to be something I wasn’t. It was hard to break the pattern, since I started off picking guys who did the same thing.”

			“But not in a long time, right?” Emma asked, her voice full of sympathy. “That’s not you anymore. You know just who you are.”

			“And who’s that?” Larkin asked, only half-teasing. She wondered what people thought of her when she wasn’t looking, probably more often than she should.

			“A grown woman who bakes like magic, loves everyone, and has a weird thing for unicorns,” Emma replied, and their friends erupted into laughter around the room. Larkin laughed with them, amused.

			“Good point,” she said. “That’s me. Except I don’t love everyone.”

			“Close enough,” Zoe said. “You are way more inclined to like people in general than most of us. You’re like walking sunshine. It’s good for people. Namely me.”

			There was a chorus of agreement from the rest of her friends, and Larkin couldn’t hide her smile, even though it came with the unexpected sting of tears. She blinked them back, touched beyond what she could express. Here was evidence that she’d found the right balance in her life, that what she put out into the world came back to her in the most wonderful ways as long as she remembered what was important.

			She’d almost lost herself a few times along the way, before she’d understood that she had a right to expect to get as much as she gave. Tonight was quite an illustration of how far she’d come. She’d needed this.

			Emma’s hand settled on her shoulder, soothing. “I don’t think you need to worry so much. I may not be his biggest fan, and he can be kind of an idiot, but I’ve seen you and Shane together. Whatever’s in the box, it’s there because he likes you. Not just the way you look. Even though I still think this is lingerie.” She smiled, and Larkin found herself laughing again.

			“It is not.”

			“Forget the box; when was he at your house?” Annalise asked. “Why didn’t I get to hear about this?”

			“Uh, yeah, opening the box now,” Larkin said, and hurriedly ripped off the packing tape. There was fancy printed tissue paper from a well-known store in Boston. Larkin pressed her lips together. “It’s probably navy blue,” she said flatly. “Conservative and boring and obviously super expensive and—”

			Her muttering died as she tossed the paper aside, ripped open the tissue carefully wrapped around the dress, and lifted it up. If the Fates had decided to teach her a lesson about making assumptions, they’d done a hell of a job. Her eyes widened. “Oh.”

			It was a scrap of silk the same shade of green as her eyes that slipped through her fingers like water. She stroked her hands over it, unable to help herself, then let it hang from her fingertips. It was a simple babydoll dress with a scoop neck, made to hang and swing and swish around her figure—a style she’d always favored, both for comfort and because dresses like this made beanpoles like her look good.

			“That’s not lingerie,” Emma said, sounding slightly awed.

			“It’s not navy blue, either,” Zoe added. “You wear that this time of year, you’re going to need heated underwear.”

			“I’m not even sure you can wear underwear with that,” Sam said, leaning in to see. “Wow. Are you sure that’s from Shane?”

			“There’s a card,” Larkin said, tearing her eyes away long enough to pick up the small square envelope that had fallen to the floor when she’d picked up the dress. She set her gift gently back in the box and opened the card with more care than she’d shown all the tissue paper. The message was simple.

			Saw this and thought of you.

			Hope you like it.

			—Shane

			“Oh,” Larkin said again, and was pretty sure her blush had spread from her cheeks all the way down to her toes. He really had a knack for that. She carefully tucked the card back into the envelope, ignoring the expectant silence that surrounded her.

			“Well?” Emma asked.

			“It’s, um, definitely from Shane,” Larkin said with a breathless laugh. It was beautiful. Definitely too expensive, unexpectedly sweet, a little high-handed, and beautiful. What on earth was she supposed to do with it?

			“Are you sure that isn’t lingerie?” Zoe asked, humor glinting in her storm gray eyes. “It’s so pretty. I’d ask to borrow it if I didn’t think it would come down to my ankles.” Larkin smiled. At five-two, Zoe had a hard time sharing clothes with anyone except her fellow short people.

			“Not lingerie. It’s beautiful,” Larkin said, shaking her head and closing up the box. “I don’t even know what to think.”

			“The man has taste; I’ll give him that,” Sam said. “I’m just trying to picture Shane shopping for women’s clothing.”

			Why did he have to go and complicate things? It was way too extravagant. It was exactly the sort of thing she’d sworn she would only ever buy for herself. But . . . it was also incredibly thoughtful. This would have been easier if he hadn’t done such a good job choosing something she would have chosen for herself. And if she ever went anywhere that necessitated a nice dress.

			Flustered by her inability to feel a single way about it, she changed tacks. “What do you guys think of him, anyway?”

			The silent looks that passed between her friends weren’t exactly subtle.

			“Does it matter?” Annalise asked. “I don’t think any of us know him very well, except for maybe Sam. He doesn’t seem to make female friends.” She smirked. “Except you. And we all knew he liked you.”

			“I thought he was just messing around,” Larkin confessed. “I had no idea he was serious.”

			“He can be serious when he wants to be,” Sam said. “Honestly, he used to be an enormous jerk. I’m not going to lie. He was miserable to me back in school, and he wasn’t great when I started dating Jake. That turned out to be more of a guilt thing, but he was still a jerk.”

			Emma coughed and muttered something about “still can be,” but Sam just made a face at her.

			“Is he different now? I don’t know,” Larkin said, tossing her hands up in frustration. “I really like him. I feel like I shouldn’t. It’s like having a crush on the villain in a movie.”

			“Oh God, I always do that,” Emma said. “Instead I ended up with Captain America.”

			“Hey. Seth is hot, but nobody is Chris Evans,” Larkin said, then stuck her tongue out. Emma laughed. Larkin had been very clear about calling dibs on Cap.

			“Does he treat you right?” Zoe asked. “Because that’s the most important thing. I like him, too, honestly, but if I ever tried to get together with him we would kill each other. It wouldn’t even take days, probably just hours.”

			“He . . . yes,” Larkin said, thinking of how easily he’d accepted it when she’d wanted to take a few steps back and slow down, how he’d pulled her chair out at the sushi place, how he was surprisingly easy to talk to on his own . . . even when she had no idea what to say because he was watching her with those pretty eyes of his. “He’s been very gentlemanly.” Then she remembered the way he’d used his teeth on her—teeth, hands, tongue—and added, “Mostly.”

			“Is that a blush? Note that we haven’t been told about the time he came over to her house,” Annalise said with a snort. “Anyway, he’d be too much for me. Every time I’ve been around him, he’s struck me as one of those people who walks into a room and then kind of fills the whole room, if you know what I mean.”

			“Presence. Yeah, he has a lot of that,” Larkin agreed. “Probably one of the reasons he was such a good actor.”

			Sam looked surprised. “Oh, he told you about that?”

			“His friend Ryan did.” Larkin wondered if she knew about the potential job. Shane and Jake were really tight. He’d seemed so flustered about it, though, she really wasn’t sure how far that bit of information had traveled. It wouldn’t go any further where she was concerned.

			“That’s right. Aaron mentioned you all had had dinner the other night,” Zoe said. “He liked you, by the way. And for what it’s worth, he thinks you’re going to be good for Shane, who he loves to torment, if you didn’t notice.”

			“I noticed,” Larkin said. “And that’s sweet.”

			“That’s what he said about you. Sweet. I did mention your issue with falling into things, and how you think you can rap, but that doesn’t really affect your sweetness level. Now he just wants to do karaoke with you.”

			“The more the merrier,” Larkin said with a smile. It was always nice to know she’d made a good impression. It would be nicer to know what, exactly, Shane’s thoughts were on the matter, but she didn’t think that information would be at all as easy to get. The dress was certainly a sign. Of what, she had no idea.

			Dressed to impress, dressed to annoy, dressed to turn on . . . I’d rather just dress for myself and be done with it.

			She yawned again, stretching her arms above her head, and knew it was about time to pack it in. “I have to go, ladies. A baker’s hours are hell on nightlife. I needed this, though. So much better than sitting at home staring at my new dress and brooding. Plus I probably would have gotten a stain on it somehow by now.”

			Emma looked horrified. “Oh God. Wrap it in plastic as soon as you get home. Please. And don’t do it anywhere near the kitchen.”

			Larkin waved her hand as she got to her feet. “I know, I know. I’ll be careful.” She scooped up the box and started to look for the martini fixings she’d brought.

			“I’ll drop them by tomorrow,” Zoe said. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll happily trade your stuff for food.”

			“I’ll have something special with your name on it,” Larkin said. “Thanks, Zo. And thanks for keeping me sane, you guys.”

			They all said their good-byes while Larkin slipped on her boots and coat. She was headed to the front door when Emma’s voice stopped her. “Wait! Are you going to wear it or not?”

			“And can I have it if you don’t?” asked Sam.

			Larkin turned to look back. “Maybe and no freaking way,” she said. “Later!” She raised her hand and headed out into the cold night, pausing only once she got in her van to type out a simple text message. She still didn’t know how to feel about this, but there was one thing she needed to say, and it was easily managed because it was true.

			It’s beautiful. Thank you!

			See you tomorrow. —L

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			One of the things Larkin really enjoyed about baking, a thing that most people she knew didn’t really understand, was the wonderful sense of freedom that working alone at five a.m. gave her. Nobody rushed her, nobody bothered her, and her mind got to slowly wake up in the wonderfully scented quiet of the kitchen.

			Saturday morning was like that. It kept her centered through the afternoon, which was cheerfully busy and involved only one incident with some frosting.

			Saturday evening, on the other hand, was the antithesis of everything she liked, and by the time she got home and kicked her shoes into a corner, she had roughly twenty minutes to spare before Shane was due to pick her up. Gina had wished her all the luck in the world (with a few choice comments about what she could expect from the elder Sullivans for good measure). Going by how much her hands were shaking as she tried to get ready, Larkin figured she’d need it.

			Starting a date flustered was never a good thing. It meant she’d probably be spilling food on herself at some point. And maybe falling out of a chair. She knew her limits, and right now, she’d just about hit them.

			Larkin cursed quietly while she pulled her hair into a sleek tail, freshened up her makeup, and then dove into her closet to find something to wear. The beautiful green dress hung there, putting everything around it to shame, but she’d come to a decision on the way home last night. She loved it, and she would wear it. But not tonight. Not until she was sure about what it represented to the man who’d sent it.

			As for Shane’s parents, if they were going to hate her, it wouldn’t be because she’d been anything but herself. That included the outfit. So she made do with what she had, finally settling on a long peacock-print skirt, a fitted scoop-necked black shirt, and ballet flats. She was comfortable, presentable, and, she thought with a smile, she didn’t need heated underwear. Or heels. Thank God.

			She’d just finished putting in her biggest, shiniest filigree earrings when the doorbell rang. Larkin’s nerves jangled at the sound, but she made her way to the door without falling over anything. When she opened it, Shane was standing there illuminated by the porch light. His grin faltered when he saw what she was wearing, She had a speech ready for that—a couple of speeches, actually, depending on what he said—but he seemed more confused than upset.

			“Didn’t it fit?” he blurted out. She didn’t have a response ready for that one. Maybe, if she’d had more patience, and if she hadn’t been rushed, she would have let his abruptness slide. But her heart was still pounding because of something that was entirely his fault, and her skin was thinner than normal.

			“You look nice, too, thanks,” Larkin said flatly. And he did, of course. He always did. Pressed slacks, a collared shirt, classic and cool—he could have stepped out of a magazine. You’d think they were going out to a restaurant instead of just to his parents’ house. Fear, anxiety, and old, ugly resentment bubbled up deep inside of her. In her current state, it was a struggle to tamp them down. Why did this have to be some kind of show? Why couldn’t they just be normal?

			Could you just chill? It’s just dinner. It’s just Shane. And you’re having a moment.

			Shane seemed to realize that he’d put his foot in his mouth, so there was that, at least. He looked stricken.

			“No, no, you look beautiful. I didn’t mean that. I just . . . You said you loved the dress.”

			Larkin breathed in deeply, trying to keep all of her roiling emotions where they belonged. “I do.” She pulled on her coat. “I’ll be glad to wear it.”

			“But not tonight?” He looked dejected, which tugged mercilessly at her sympathies. Her temper dropped to a low simmer, even as she tried to remind herself that she needed to do what was best for her. He wasn’t the only one whose feelings mattered.

			“Not tonight,” she said firmly. “It’s cold, and I want to make a good impression.”

			He looked uneasy. “Larkin, I’m not saying you can’t or won’t, but I really wouldn’t count on that. It’s not anything to do with you at all, but most people don’t make a good impression on them. I wouldn’t expend a lot of energy trying. This is more like paying tribute than a friendly dinner. We get it over with, we move on.”

			She arched an eyebrow. “You seem to expend enough energy on them.”

			Shane shrugged uncomfortably. “Well. They’re my parents. I should try to make them happy once in a while.”

			“You’re an adult. You should maybe focus on making yourself happy,” Larkin replied. The look Shane gave her indicated she’d suggested something a lot more revolutionary, not to mention ridiculous, than she thought her comment merited.

			“Yeah, maybe” was all he said. “Ready to go?”

			No, not really. She had the feeling she got in the pit of her stomach right before she was going to have to do something unpleasant. Larkin tried to convince herself it was ridiculous as she locked up and headed down the walk with Shane. But her gut told her this was not going to be a pleasant evening, and her gut, despite all efforts to ignore it, was rarely wrong. All those cupcakes dispensed wisdom, apparently.

			Shane was unusually stiff on the ride over. The dress, she thought, irritated, and in the tense silence began to spin an unpleasant daydream about the fight they’d have later. He’d accuse her of being ungrateful, she’d accuse him of being controlling, and there would be an angry breakup before their relationship ever really got off the ground. Then she’d end the night stewing in the knowledge that she’d been right, that they’d been a disastrous sort of mismatch.

			“You really do look beautiful,” he said into the silence of the car. Larkin looked at him in the semidarkness, startled. The voice she heard in her head sounded nothing like the one that now scattered her thoughts, low and sweet and sincere.

			“Um. Thanks.”

			It’s not the dress.

			She knew it just as surely as she knew that this evening was going to be a problem. It soothed her nerves a little, but not enough. She wished for a berry tart, a slice of cake, something. Food was her way of making things right, something she enjoyed and could give others without hurting herself in the process . . . but right now she had nothing except herself.

			That didn’t bode well.

			She’d only just begun to panic when he lifted his right hand from the steering wheel and threaded his fingers through hers, the warmth of his skin and the gentle pressure of his touch scattering her burgeoning worries like so much dust. A glance, a ghost of a smile, and he returned his eyes to the road as though nothing had happened . . . as though his hand weren’t now securely entwined with hers.

			Larkin watched his profile for a moment, inscrutable as ever, and wondered how someone like him could make the simple act of holding hands feel just as intimate as making love. An unexpected pleasure, and a welcome one.

			Maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe tonight would be the same. She could only hope.

			•   •   •

			It was going to be as bad as he’d expected.

			Larkin not wearing the dress he’d picked out was the least of his worries, though that rejection was still a part of the low thrum of anxiety that had been building in him all day. The tension that had been sparking off Larkin from the moment she’d opened the door kept him from pressing her on it, though. He’d never seen her be anything like ornery, but she was almost there tonight, and he wasn’t sure why. Not that he had the bandwidth to try to figure it out right now.

			He hated going to dinner at his parents’ house. It was easy to forget how much, since he deliberately made sure that it didn’t happen very often. Harvest Cove might be small, but he’d carved out a bit of space that was his, and that was where he made sure to stay in his off time.

			Having dinner with Jim and Elizabeth Sullivan was like having an awkward first date, over and over and over. Sometimes with bonus yelling, making it the kind of date normal people didn’t go on more than once. But they were his family, so there was obligation there, and adding his new girlfriend was just extra pressure. Had to be done, but that didn’t mean he had to enjoy it.

			All he wanted was to get through it and move on.

			This time of year, it was easier to see the twinkle of lights beyond the trees that hid the stately old mansions of the Crescent from view. Shane turned into his parents’ driveway and drove up the long, curving path. The stately old home at the end of it was a Colonial Revival, built in the late 1800s in place of the original, smaller house. There was an old photograph somewhere of that house, and Shane thought it had been a lot more welcoming than what had replaced it. The original had been a simple, wood-sided Colonial that had seen various additions over the years. The effect was a little ramshackle and, Shane had always thought, kind of charming. Unfortunately, the Sullivans didn’t do charming, and one of them had knocked it down as soon as he’d acquired the land through marriage. In its place was something staid and immense. Pretty but foreboding.

			Or maybe the foreboding part was just him.

			“Wow,” Larkin said beside him, breaking the silence. He pulled in front of the carriage house, set back from the main house and which now functioned as a garage, and turned off the engine. He tried to take a deep breath without sounding like he was hyperventilating, then turned to look at Larkin’s face, shadowed in the darkness of the car.

			It shouldn’t matter what they thought. He should have stopped caring a long time ago. But like he’d told Larkin, they were his parents . . . and here he was again, palms sweating, looking for some kind of validation. That had never been a recipe for an enjoyable evening.

			“So, my parents,” he began, wondering how exactly he should explain the way things were.

			“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “As long as they don’t bite, I can handle it.” She sounded so steely in that moment that he had to wonder what made her so confident about that, but that was a question for any time except right now. She gave his hand a squeeze, and her voice softened. “Why don’t you try to relax, okay?”

			It was strange to be told to relax. If anything, he was used to being told he didn’t take things seriously enough. Either he was being really obvious, or she saw what nobody else ever did. Both possibilities were unnerving.

			“I’m relaxed,” he told her, ignoring her skeptical look. “Just do yourself a favor and ignore pretty much everything they say.”

			“Ah. That’s going to make dinner conversation kind of tough.”

			“Not really.” He thought back to all the endless dinners over the years and winced. “Just let them talk. We’ll get out of here faster.”

			Larkin’s lips pursed into an expression of distaste. “Sounds fun. Any other instructions?”

			“No.” He knew he sounded gruff as he yanked the car door open. He’d make it up to her later, when he could breathe again, Shane told himself. After all, he owed her for even coming to this dinner in the first place. Right now, all he wanted was the ability to nod, smile, and wolf down food so he didn’t have to talk.

			Shane rounded the car to open Larkin’s door for her, but she was already sliding out, her long skirt swirling around her legs in a gust of arctic air. She shivered, and he slid a hand around her back. Warmth radiated through his palm and traveled up his arm, and he couldn’t shake the memory of her bare skin against his, just as warm, impossibly soft, and infinitely sweeter.

			They walked to the front door together, then stood beneath the portico while Shane knocked. He felt Larkin’s gaze on him, searching, so he kept his attention on the door and the sounds beyond it. What could he say? Yes, I have to knock before we can go in. My parents are big on formality.

			There were footsteps, and then the door swung open, revealing Jim Sullivan in all his glory. “There you are,” he bellowed. “You’re late.” He had a glass of scotch in his hand that he swirled restlessly.

			“You said seven,” Shane said. “It’s seven.”

			His father looked at him skeptically and glanced at his watch. “It’s seven-ish. You know better than that. Food’s going to get cold.” He turned his attention to Larkin then, and the man’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. Pretty women, he liked. Pretty and compliant. He was destined for disappointment this evening. “There you are. Nice to see you again, sweetheart. Why don’t you come on in? Liz can’t wait to see what you two have in common.”

			There was a hint of nerves in Larkin’s laughter. “Great.” Jim ushered her inside, hand firmly against her upper back. She looked over her shoulder once, and Shane caught the flash of uncertainty in her eyes. All they could do was get through it, and afterward, she’d probably have some thoughts on his upbringing. That made two of them. Except most of his thoughts on the subject included multiple variations of the word “fuck.”

			Shane bit back a sigh and followed them inside.

			•   •   •

			“. . . and that was the last time I let Tammy make my travel reservations. The entire damn cabin smelled like a farm! And one of them had something in a carry-on that was alive—I didn’t ask. Thank God Shane never wanted to do 4-H. I would have had to build him a room in the garage. I mean, the smell. But that’s one thing about Shane. He always wanted to be clean. His nanny used to laugh about it.”

			Larkin smiled, nodded, and laughed what she hoped was the appropriate amount. Shane had certainly been right—his parents, or more specifically, his father, were perfectly happy to carry the entire conversation themselves. There was a pattern. Jim would start a story, Liz would egg him on to finish it, Jim would spin that story into several other stories, including fun little tidbits of social commentary and gossip along the way. And by “fun” she meant “obnoxious.”

			It had taken her all of five minutes to decide, once and for all, that Jim Sullivan was a complete asshole.

			Larkin glanced at Shane, who’d been uncharacteristically silent all evening. It was like being on a date with a different person, and she wasn’t sure what to do about it. Every time she looked, he was glowering into his food, or staring out the window, or playing with his wineglass. He barely said a word . . . and his parents didn’t seem to notice.

			Imagining him as a child at this same table left her with a dull ache deep in her chest. No wonder he’d found ways to escape. It was something she understood intimately . . . and a connection to him she was surprised to feel.

			“So, Larkin,” Jim said, pulling her attention back to the moment, “where did you say you were from?”

			They’d been here an hour, and that was the first personal question she’d been asked. She’d actually started to think they were going to skip this part, which would have been fine with her. Carefully, she finished chewing her food—a really excellent bite of filet mignon covered in rich sauce—before answering.

			“I’m from a small town in California.”

			“Which one? I like to get out to wine country now and again. Beautiful towns out there.”

			She felt her jaw start to tighten. It wasn’t a big surprise that Shane’s father was one of those guys who was unaware that any but the biggest or best parts of her home state existed. They sure didn’t make it out to places like where she’d grown up, dead-end towns where a lot of people were below the poverty line and drugs were rampant because it was one of the few escapes from what could be a grinding reality.

			“Purvis,” she said. When his expression blanked, she added, “It’s really small. Pretty agricultural. In the San Joaquin Valley.”

			“Oh. I’ve never been to that part,” Jim said. “What do your parents do?”

			Her mouth went dry. She’d forgotten how much she hated being grilled by people like this. She could pretend it was innocent curiosity, but the glint in his eye said otherwise. This was a screening. Are you one of us or not? Larkin glanced at Shane again and realized he was finally paying attention. So how much gloss should she put on her answer? That was always the question.

			“My, ah, parents are divorced. My mother works in the restaurant business.” It’s a bar. A really, really crappy bar where she meets her seemingly endless supply of equally crappy boyfriends, but last time I heard she is working, so that’s something. “My father works for a major oil company.” On a rig. Which enables him to pretend he never had any children most of the time, much easier since we’ve all grown up and he can put his child-support-is-for-suckers years behind him. Larkin smiled brightly. “There isn’t much to tell, really.”

			Normally this answer was accepted with a faint whiff of derision, or even pity. Nobody wanted to inquire much further than that, which was fine. Occasionally, though, she’d end up in the path of someone who was more interested than he or she ought to be for purposes that were never in her best interest. Someone, naturally, like Shane’s father, who thought they smelled weakness and couldn’t resist.

			“Hmm,” he said in a way that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. “Well, I’m sure they must be very proud of you. Small business owner—from what I hear, an excellent baker. Did you learn from your mother? You said she was in the—”

			“Restaurant business. Yeah. No, actually, I got interested all on my own. She let me experiment in the kitchen.” Because I had to cook, because she was never around, and would you like to hear how tiny that kitchen was? I kind of think you would.

			“Well, at least she was supportive,” Liz chimed in. She was a thin, nervous woman with perfectly coiffed strawberry blond hair and long, elegant fingers that sparkled with some very tasteful jewelry that probably cost more than Larkin’s house. “Does she get out to visit much?” she asked.

			Larkin fought the urge to chew the inside of her cheek. It hadn’t been asked as a gotcha question, but it was one anyway. Liz didn’t seem to be the barracuda her husband was, but she definitely deferred to him. She was probably nice enough on her own. It was exactly the kind of relationship Larkin never wanted to have, and the sort that she’d started to fall into a few times before she’d taken a step back and had a good, hard look at her instincts and where they came from.

			Shane was still watching her, his expression keen in the way it always was when he was interested. Larkin debated what to say, took a sip of her wine, caught a glimpse of Jim’s sharp eyes glittering in the candlelight, and decided she might as well get it over with.

			“I’m estranged from my parents,” she said calmly. “Both of them. It’s one of the reasons I live on the other side of the country. I graduated from high school early, worked my way through Bakersfield Community College, got an associate’s in culinary arts, and spent some time around LA getting experience before I found my way out here.” She forked up a bite of her steak, smiled, and finished with “It’s been an adventure.”

			“Oh. Well . . . good for you!” Liz smiled in the particular way people did when they were horrified and trying not to show it, so it was more of a grimace than anything. Larkin maintained her own fake smile and wished she were anywhere but this beautifully decorated dining room. She’d just outed herself as a member of the unwashed masses, after all. It didn’t bother her, but this sort of discussion, once initiated, rarely went anywhere good.

			“Bakersfield Community College,” Jim said, rolling the words around in his mouth and seeming to find them distasteful. Must be the legendary dumpiness of Bakersfield hadn’t escaped his notice after all, his preference for the wine country notwithstanding. “Well, you’ve got to start somewhere, I guess.”

			Don’t get defensive, don’t get defensive. “They have a good culinary arts program. I’m glad I went there.” Well, so much for that.

			“I’m sure you are,” he replied, and it was dismissive enough that she briefly considered knocking his glass of scotch into his crotch. She might be a nice person, but she’d put a great deal of time and effort into not being a doormat, and being forced to play nice with guys like this was a struggle. She looked over at Shane, who was studying his plate with interest, and pressed her lips together. It would have been nice for him to speak up in her defense, but then again, she wasn’t sure what might help besides grabbing her hand and dashing out into the night, Doctor Who style.

			“How did you ever hear about Harvest Cove?” Liz asked, and Larkin could see her trying to salvage the conversation. She obliged, mostly because she wasn’t interested in ruining dinner over an impassioned defense of Bakersfield. It had its pros and cons, like anywhere. But it was no Harvest Cove.

			“I threw a dart,” Larkin said.

			Liz’s smile froze. “What?”

			“A dart,” Larkin repeated, miming the action of throwing a dart. “I’d made it as far as Boston, and I knew I liked the state. I wanted a small town, though: somewhere I could settle in, build my business, really get to know the people around me. So I did some research, made up a list of towns that met all my requirements, stuck the list on my wall, closed my eyes, and left it up to fate.” She remembered it well. She also remembered the two shots of tequila she’d done beforehand, which she decided not to mention. It had been a weird night.

			Shane finally spoke up. “You came here because you hit the Cove with a dart? Seriously?”

			“Well, after the first one broke a picture. I gave myself a do-over.” She shrugged. “It was a lucky shot. I love it here.”

			She could see that Jim’s lip was just about curled. “There’s no such thing as luck. Hard work, brains, drive: Those are the things that’ll get you somewhere. A dart is no way to manage your future. You could have ended up with a pastry shop in some backwoods Podunk, and then where would you be?”

			“Happy, probably,” Larkin said mildly and poked at her asparagus. “I like baking and people. People like my baking. It would have worked out.”

			“I’m sure it would ha—,” Liz started, only to be steamrolled by her husband.

			“Oh, bullshit,” he said, and the humor in his voice didn’t do much to counteract the cold, ugly way he regarded her. “You’d be broke. Nobody’s happy broke.”

			“Dad,” Shane attempted to interject.

			“No”—she raised her voice to be heard—“nobody is. Fortunately there’s a lot of space between fabulously wealthy and dirt poor. I’m used to having to make do with a little less. Tends to help with keeping a realistic perspective.”

			Jim started coughing—she wasn’t sure whether it was the steak or simply reality that had gone down the wrong way—and Larkin took the opportunity to pop a bite of the absolutely amazing mashed potatoes in her mouth. Too bad she didn’t have much of an appetite, but she hoped that chewing would put an end to the conversation.

			It worked. Sort of. Jim cleared his throat, took a sip of his scotch, and turned his attention to his son. “Well, maybe she’ll push you and your Boston College education to work a little harder.”

			“I work.” Shane didn’t look happy at the attention, but fair was fair, Larkin thought. It was definitely his turn.

			Jim snorted. “Tammy said you stayed late all last week, but I know she covers for you. One day I’ll retire, and people will want to know they’re in good hands.”

			“They are in good hands,” Shane said blandly. “Dan and Brigid could run the place by themselves.”

			Jim glowered, Shane got a mulish look on his face, and Liz sighed. Larkin was suddenly certain that this was only the latest chapter in an ongoing argument. She tried to shift the subject away, just a little, even though it meant drawing attention back to herself. “Speaking of, I met some of the people at the office, and I think they’re—”

			The word “great” vanished somewhere beneath an onrushing wave of bluster.

			“They’re not supposed to run it by themselves. They’re supposed to work for me, and for you, one of these days,” Jim said. “What was the point of all that education otherwise?”

			“You tell me. You wouldn’t pay for anything but a law degree.” Larkin blinked. That was new information.

			“This again. Like you had so many more appealing career options. I guess you’d rather be teaching acting to the misfits down at the high school. Probably have a boyfriend, too. People would have a field day with that.”

			The ugly homophobia didn’t surprise her, but that didn’t mean she wanted to listen to it. “Hey,” she began, and this time was steamrolled from the other direction.

			“Yeah, a son with the double horror of being artsy and gay,” Shane snapped. “Wow, I’m so glad you saved me by badgering me into law school. I definitely wouldn’t have liked girls otherwise.”

			“Don’t get smart.”

			“I’m not that smart. Ask anybody at the office. It would probably run better without me. Ask Dan and Brigid.”

			“Damn it, Dan and Brigid’s names aren’t on the building,” Jim shot back, his face going as red as his hair. “Yours is. You just don’t respect it. Every time I come out of my office you’re entertaining someone. Your schedule isn’t exactly challenging, and I know that’s by design. You could take on more, but you won’t. And that’s laziness, not stupidity!”

			Shane’s face began to redden to match his father’s. “My workload is just fine. I have a life outside of the office.”

			“Not one that makes any sense.”

			Shane rolled his eyes and groaned dramatically. Larkin looked between them silently. She’d given up trying to derail this train. It was, at least, an up-close-and-personal education on Shane’s family problems. Somehow, despite what she’d heard, she hadn’t thought it could be this bad. Not in the same way hers was bad, but . . . she wouldn’t want to live like this, either. Liz caught her eye across the table and gave her an apologetic look. The men appeared to have forgotten they were there.

			“And what the hell am I supposed to do that makes sense to you? Join the country club? Take up golf? Go on long, unnecessary weekend trips?” Shane was almost shouting now.

			He seemed to hit a nerve, and Jim’s left eye twitched. “You could act like you care about this family, for one thing. About what all the men who came before you built, what enables you to sit on your ass and have the luxury of not caring. You’re a Sullivan, damn it. The last one, once I’m gone. That means something around here.”

			Shane snorted. “Yeah. It means things. Ask around.”

			“Your behavior doesn’t help. I put up with the partying, and the theater garbage, and the fact that you ran through damn near every girl in the Cove without even thinking of marrying one of them, not to mention your grades, but it’s time for you to grow up.”

			“I did grow up. You just didn’t notice.” His jaw was so tight it sounded like he was growling out the words. “Too busy golfing, I guess.”

			Jim threw up his hands. “Oh, that’s nice. Go ahead and brush it off. But when you’re fifty and saddled with a bunch of kids and the firm has closed its doors because you can’t be bothered with it, playing Xbox in a trailer over on the North Side isn’t going to seem like such a wonderful leisure activity. Maybe some of your friends will still come see you, though. They’ll probably be living over there, too. The adopted kid, and the gay one.”

			Shane’s nostrils flared. “Sure, why not? They have names, by the way. Not that you’d remember them.”

			Liz mouthed Dessert? at Larkin. She nodded vigorously. If this didn’t stop soon, she thought there would either be nasty words or fists thrown, and neither one was going to end in anything but a hasty, unhappy exit. Liz got up and hurried into what Larkin assumed was the kitchen. Malia was in there somewhere, probably hiding out and eating whatever the dessert was supposed to be. She knew that’s what she would be doing, which was why it was probably best that she hadn’t decided to become a personal chef.

			Poor Malia. Dealing with people like the Sullivans all the time would be exhausting.

			“They can move in with me,” Larkin offered, “since I already live on the North Side.” She said it without thinking, an automatic response to all the ugliness that was being spewed. It wouldn’t matter anyway. This dinner was way past salvaging. Still, she didn’t expect the stricken look Shane gave her. His father, on the other hand, did exactly what she’d expected and fixed her with a look usually reserved for irritating insects or gum on the bottom of a shoe.

			“Of course you do,” Jim said, his voice dripping with derision. Then he turned his ire back on his son. “When are you going to quit acting like a spoiled brat and stop doing things just to upset your mother and me? You’re getting a little old to rebel.”

			“Who wants dessert?” Liz chirped as she reentered the room, carrying with her a beautiful chocolate torte that was probably going to go to waste. The remainders of Larkin’s appetite had vanished along with any interest she might have had in staying. This house might be a lot fancier than her own, but it was cold. Even in the summer, the people who lived here would make this place feel like permanent winter. She was about done subjecting herself to it for the night.

			“Actually,” Larkin said, folding her napkin and standing up, “I’m really not feeling very well. I think it would be best if I went home. Shane, do you mind?” She might be a “North Sider,” but she had more manners than anyone at this table, and she’d damn well use them no matter what these people thought of where she came from. Besides, she wasn’t lying. Her stomach was in knots, her heart pounding, and she felt the stirrings of the awful, gnawing shame that she’d spent years trying to get rid of. Her head knew that she should be proud, not embarrassed, of how far she’d come on her own. But there would always be people who would judge her for the life she’d been born into, and she would always struggle not to take it to heart.

			“Sure, we can go. Are you okay?” Shane stood quickly, some mixture of guilt, concern, and confusion on his face. It isn’t like he didn’t warn you about tonight, she thought. But he’d also insisted they do this, and Larkin couldn’t understand why. What was the point? Making everyone miserable? If so, mission accomplished.

			“I’ll be all right. I just need to lie down.”

			Liz looked upset at the sudden announcement. “Oh no,” she said quickly. “I hope it isn’t something we’ve done. . . . Shane and his father do like to squabble. . . .”

			“Not at all,” Larkin lied. “I get up very early for work, and I think I’m just overtired. Bakers’ hours make evenings out tough sometimes.”

			Jim simply looked away, drinking and brooding while his wife fussed over them. Liz offered to box up a little of the torte for her to take home, and Larkin let her. The poor woman acted like a kicked puppy, and Larkin found herself feeling more sorry for her than anything.

			“Come by Petite Treats sometime,” Larkin said, forcing a calm she didn’t feel. She accepted a kiss on the cheek as she and Shane got ready to leave. “I’ll return the favor.”

			“Oh, that would be nice,” she said, but Larkin had no idea whether she meant it. There was no animosity there, but she suspected that Liz didn’t do much that wasn’t preapproved by her husband. And after this, she was pretty sure she wasn’t on the “approved” list.

			Jim trailed them out to the foyer as they prepared to leave, but he didn’t offer much apart from a perfunctory “good night” before they walked out the door. There was a look exchanged between him and his son, but she couldn’t decipher it. Mutual disappointment, maybe. But the only one allowed to express it openly seemed to be Shane’s father. Larkin waited until she and Shane were safely ensconced in the car and out of earshot before even trying to talk to him.

			“Shane—”

			“Just give me a minute. It’s not you, but just . . . just give me a minute.”

			The request surprised her. She’d been so sure that Shane hated silence more than anything, but she guessed that wasn’t always true. His cheeks were still flushed, and his hands flexed on the wheel as he drove, a restless movement that kept her from saying anything until they were almost at her house. It was disconcerting, seeing him like this. Normally he was in control, even if he was unhappy. He treated so many things like they were jokes. But not this.

			It wasn’t until they turned onto Willowbend that he spoke, and then it was in a voice so soft she wouldn’t have recognized it if they hadn’t been alone.

			“Well. That’s that, then.”

			She searched for something to say that would lighten him up, even a little. Maybe she could have, if she weren’t still feeling shell-shocked. In a way, it was good to understand where he’d come from. The weird disconnect between what he let most people see and the way she saw him made more sense now. He’d spent most of his life trying to live up to impossible expectations set forth by people who didn’t really see him. And the end result was that almost no one really saw him.

			Her own problems had been different, but she’d been invisible in her own way, too. It wasn’t the sort of thing she’d expected to find in common with Shane. Finding that connection, however, resonated more deeply than she could have expected. And deep inside, she felt something at once frightening and incredibly wonderful stir to life. Something new.

			Oh God.

			“Sorry it was such a bust,” Shane said, pulling into her driveway. “Pretty sure they won’t ask again, so there’s a silver lining, I guess.”

			“Because I live on the North Side?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow. “You didn’t want me to tell him. I could see it.”

			Shane shook his head, his expression weary. “Nah. I just didn’t want him to find something even more awful to say. For once, he contained himself.”

			“Only because his fire was aimed elsewhere.”

			He shrugged. “I’m used to it.” In that moment, he could have been ten instead of thirty, and her heart went out to him. It was the only explanation she had for what came out of her mouth next.

			“My mother sold off all of my baking equipment when I was sixteen. I’d bought all of it with money I saved, but she always made it pretty clear that nothing in that house was really mine. She said it was to help pay rent, but I’m pretty sure she just hated anything that made me happy, since she never was. I ran away a couple of times, to my ex-stepdad’s house, but it wasn’t any better. She didn’t come to my college graduation.” She paused, remembering. “Nobody did.”

			He stared at her silently in the darkness of the car, eyes searching her face, and then blew out a long breath. “Wow. I guess I’m not the only one who’s banged up, huh?”

			Larkin shook her head. “We might be banged up, but we’re survivors. Don’t feel sorry for me, Shane. That’s not why I told you. I just . . . I won’t judge you for your parents if you don’t judge me for mine, okay?”

			He nodded. “Okay.”

			“Okay,” she repeated, then unbuckled her seat belt. “How about you walk me to my door and we’ll call it a night?”

			“Deal.”

			It was strange, crunching up her front walk with him in the still winter night. What should have been perfectly routine felt anything but, as though the whole world had changed in some way she could sense but not quite grab hold of. Larkin did know one thing—her fears about Shane looking down on her, about him treating her like a project that would never be complete, had been unfounded. That was her past talking.

			In fact, if she’d learned anything about Shane, it was that he was surprisingly accepting of people. Everyone, that was, except himself. That needed to change, Larkin thought, new worries blooming to replace the old ones. Because if it didn’t, he was going to stay just the way he was right now, in this moment: a little lost, and a lot unhappy.

			There was no future in either of those things, and the only one who could change that was Shane. But in the meantime, at least she could understand. And maybe . . . maybe . . . she could help.

			He turned to say good night, and Larkin had a brief and silent war with herself over inviting him in. Things had changed—her perspective, at the very least—but not enough to just fling caution to the wind and hurl herself into the abyss. Not yet.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “About tonight. It’s not always that bad.” His shoulders were hunched, either against the cold or against everything that had already happened this evening.

			“Don’t be,” Larkin said firmly. “Not about that. You’re only responsible for you. Just . . . do me a favor?”

			“Hmm?” he asked.

			She nearly gave him some sort of clichéd instruction, something along the lines of don’t worry, be happy, but immediately on the heels of the compulsion came the certain knowledge that it wouldn’t make any difference. He didn’t need life advice from her. Fortunately, she knew exactly what he needed.

			Larkin slid her arms around Shane’s waist and hugged him tight, resting her head against his shoulder. He hesitated only briefly, and then his arms came around her, just as tight, as he buried his face in her hair. Though the heat that always snapped between them was there, this time there was something more, a fragile bond that formed and then strengthened the longer they stayed in each other’s arms. Larkin savored his warmth, his strength, the steady beat of his heart. Then she turned her face into his coat, the rough wool scratchy against her nose, and smiled.

			Softly, she sang to him not to worry, reggae-style.

			Shane’s laughter was a deep rumble that started low in his chest and moved upward, until he was laughing into her hair.

			“This is what it took to get a song? You’re tough.”

			“I prefer ‘discriminating.’ I’m not dancing, though. It’s icy, and I might kill us both.”

			“I’ll take the song. I’ve seen you walk.” Shane pressed a kiss against her hair, and she could feel the outline of his smile. That was a triumph, since tonight, his smile seemed like the only thing that mattered . . . and possibly the hardest thing to get.

			He held her awhile longer, but eventually the chill began to creep in, and Larkin knew it was time to call it a night. She lifted her head to look at him and lightly kissed the tip of his nose. “It’s about that time. I need to return to my hovel, Master Sullivan.”

			“It’s a nice hovel,” he said. “I guess this means I need to go back to my drafty manor and curl up with my money.”

			“You got it.”

			He sighed. “Okay. I’ll call you tomorrow. Sleep tight, Cupcake Queen.” He pressed a soft kiss to her lips that left her warm from head to toe and then walked away, his shoulders less hunched and the hint of a smile at the corners of his lips. Larkin watched him go, hearing him begin to hum a little Bob Marley as he reached his car.

			She unlocked her door and stepped inside, then watched Shane drive away through the window, waving just in case he was watching. Then she turned, taking off her coat and shoes, waiting for the warm silence of her home to settle over her and soothe away the remaining rough edges of the night. Instead, for the first time, she felt something new along with the comfort of being in her own space—she felt Shane’s absence.

			For the first time, she let herself miss him.

			What am I going to do with him? she thought. Except she already knew. And in the quiet stillness before she drifted off to sleep, when she couldn’t fight the truth, the answer whispered at the edge of her dreams.

			I’m going to love him. I just hope I remember how. I hope it doesn’t hurt. I hope he can love me back. I hope . . . I hope. . . .

			And then she was gone, sinking deep into the familiar comfort of sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“I think she’s at Gina’s.”

			Shane heard the voice, but it didn’t really register until it spoke again, louder. “Hey, you. Big guy? If you’re looking for Larkin, I think she’s at Gina’s. Gina Valeri? I saw her walking in that direction when I left earlier, like an hour ago. She’s probably still there.”

			He turned to look off to his left, where a petite brunette in a coat that was nearly as big as she was gestured across the street. “Oh,” he said. “Uh . . . thanks. I guess I’ll come back later.”

			Dropping by without calling first had been stupid, probably. He’d never figured Larkin for being type A about her schedule, but then again, he would never have guessed she’d been a runaway with a terrible home life as a teenager, either. His impression of her as a happy-go-lucky hippie had been pretty wrong, or at least woefully incomplete. But while her reality was more complicated, he liked it even better than the fantasy he’d been chasing before.

			As long as she kept singing Bob Marley to him, he’d take her just as she was. Well, except for the not-currently-at-home part. He’d swung by Petite Treats at lunch to discover she’d left early. A couple of hours later he’d followed suit, his father’s dirty looks be damned. They’d barely spoken this week, and that was fine with him. It would blow over. It always did. It wasn’t like there were any other young male Sullivans to take his spot.

			Until then, he’d enjoy the silence.

			“Oh, they won’t care if you go over. Just knock. Everybody knows everybody on this street. She’s used to it.”

			“Thanks,” he said. “Which house?”

			The woman pointed to the house directly across from Larkin’s, another small relic from the early 1950s that looked well tended, at least in the snow. With a wave, he started over, wondering if anything was wrong. It wasn’t like her to bail on work early, and the single text he’d sent had gone unanswered. Rather than blow up her phone, he’d just stopped over. After all, they were a couple, right? This sort of thing was fine. Normal.

			Except for the way he’d felt since Saturday night. That wasn’t normal at all, and hell if he knew what to do with it. He’d inadvertently pulled back the curtain on parts of his life he didn’t show anyone. And instead of running, she’d given him a hug. He’d known her for long enough that it shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but still. Random acts of hugging weren’t the kind of thing that usually happened to him.

			It had left him feeling kind of . . . good. Enough that he hadn’t even teased to come inside, knowing that she’d just turn him down. The moment they’d shared had been enough. That was so not like him. Nor was the afterglow he’d been walking around with in the days since.

			Don’t worry ’bout a thing. That was a pretty tall order. So was, as Larkin had suggested, making himself happy. But she almost made him think he could.

			Shane rang Gina’s doorbell, smiling at the small plaque that hung by the door. The Cake Lady was advertised in loopy pink lettering on a white background. There were sparkles in the paint. No wonder she and Larkin were friends.

			The door opened, and a short, dark-haired woman looked him over with such shrewd precision that he almost took a step back. It had been well-known from the time he was a kid that Mrs. Valeri made awesome cakes and didn’t put up with any shit. She’d been a cafeteria lady at the elementary school for a little while, and somehow, she knew everything. All a kid had to do to find that out was cross her.

			She was one of the few school employees he hadn’t messed with.

			For a brief instant, he worried she was going to light into him for some past transgression he’d long forgotten about, but then she smiled, and it transformed her face, softened it. “Hi, Shane. Long time no see. Look at you. I guess you didn’t stop by to steal an extra roll, huh?”

			He blushed. Swiping extra rolls at lunch had gotten a lot harder when Mrs. Valeri was around—though he’d still managed it often enough. It had occurred to him, then and now, that she knew and had simply let him get away with it most of the time. “Uh, no.” He laughed softly and rubbed at the back of his neck, suddenly self-conscious. “I, ah, is Larkin here, Mrs. Valeri?”

			“Just call me Gina; you’re all grown-up now. And yes, she is, poor thing. Come on in. I’m feeding her chicken noodle soup and lecturing her about how we don’t work when we’re sick because nobody wants germy cupcakes.”

			He followed her inside, stepping into warmth and the amazing smell of chicken soup. Her house was cozy, decorated at least ten years out-of-date and full of big squashy plaid furniture, little figurines and knickknacks, scented jar candles, and dozens of framed photographs. It was homey in a way his house hadn’t been, and he had a sudden, strong memory of his grandma Sullivan’s house. He hadn’t thought of it in years . . . but he’d loved going when he was small. Her house had been one of cookies and kisses, a refuge that had vanished right around his tenth birthday, when she’d passed away.

			The similarity, and the feeling, was bittersweet.

			Shane toed off his shoes and made his way to the kitchen, which had been decorated with fat little chefs and pictures of wine and olive oil. Larkin was hunched over a steaming bowl of soup at the wooden table. She looked up when he walked in, and he stopped in his tracks. It wasn’t that her hair was exploding out of a messy bun, or that she was in an old sweatshirt and sweatpants. He’d seen her that way before. . . . Actually, it was one of his favorite ways to see her. But her nose was red and swollen, her glassy eyes had dark circles beneath them, and when she spoke, her voice had become a sad, nasal foghorn.

			“Hi, Shane,” she said, then sniffed. “I’m sick.”

			“I can see that.”

			“It’s probably the plague.” She sounded as miserable as she looked.

			“Well, you don’t look like you’re bleeding from your face, and I don’t see any boils, so . . . probably not. But you should keep a check on that.”

			She looked at him balefully. “You won’t think it’s so funny when I infect you on purpose.”

			“You want some soup, Shane? Sure you do. Sit, eat. It’s what I do. I baked some bread earlier, too. Glass of wine? World War Z over there shouldn’t have any, but we can.”

			“You guys are mean,” Larkin groaned. “Do I look that bad? No. Don’t answer that. I won’t feel bad if you want to go, Shane. You don’t want to get sick.”

			“I never get sick,” he said, and Gina chuckled.

			“Famous last words. Sit, then.”

			He did, taking the chair next to Larkin. He reached out to rub her shoulder, and she leaned her cheek against his hand for a moment, a natural gesture that shouldn’t have meant a thing to him. But it did. She was glad he was here, so he was glad to be here.

			Funny how that worked.

			“How come you’re not at work?” she asked, swirling her spoon around in her bowl. Gina brought him his own bowl, and a buttered slice of fresh bread, and a glass of red wine. He looked at all of it, slightly awed. There was no restaurant in Harvest Cove that could match this. He knew it before he tried a single bite.

			“I left early,” he said as Gina settled herself on the other side of him, glass of wine in hand and her own slice of bread on a napkin.

			“Aren’t you going to get in trouble? Because . . . you know . . .” He could see she didn’t want to bring up Saturday night, but he’d had enough nights like that to have gotten over the content of the argument. It had been nothing new.

			“I’m always in trouble,” he said. “Anyway, there was nothing going on, and as my father likes to tell me, my name is on the sign.”

			“Hmm. I never did see you as a lawyer,” Gina said. “Sounds like you don’t, either.”

			He shrugged, wondering if Larkin had said anything to her. He still hadn’t gotten back to Ryan, and he was due for an annoyed phone call any day now. “It’s a living.”

			“Sure,” Gina replied with a kind smile. “So how’s your family? How are your friends? I don’t see Jake as much as I used to since my Mitzi died. I think about getting another dog sometimes, but then I get cold feet. They drive you nuts and then break your heart.”

			“He’s great. Married, which you probably know. Happy. All that good stuff. I’m going to tell him you’re in the market for a dog. You’ll definitely see him then; he’s relentless. He’s always got a line on a stray that needs a family.”

			She laughed. “Oh God. Don’t do that. Well, maybe do that. I don’t know. It might be nice to have the company.”

			“I’m company,” Larkin said. “And I eat leftovers, too.”

			“It’s true,” Gina said, patting her hand. “You’re not quite as fuzzy, though. And I don’t think I could get a purse to carry you around in.”

			“Hey, nothing is impossible,” Larkin said with a bleary smile before digging back into her soup. She seemed both smaller and younger than usual, probably just because he’d never seen her quite so vulnerable before. Larkin always seemed to have her shit together, even at her willful goofiest. Now she just looked like she needed to be taken care of. Gina seemed to be filling that role nicely, a fact that gave him a completely irrational twinge of jealousy. Nobody ever asked him to take care of them. The fact that he couldn’t even properly take care of a plant was irrelevant. The fact that he’d also never wanted to take care of anyone was equally invalid.

			He pushed aside his frustration and started to eat, which banished every unpleasant thought immediately. “This. This is the best soup ever, Mrs. Valeri. Ever.”

			Larkin gave a rusty chuckle. “Suck-up.”

			“Call me Gina, Shane, I mean it. You’re making me feel old! And thank you. I knew Larkin wasn’t feeling well last night, so it gave me an excuse to make up a batch of my famous soup this morning. I can’t finish a whole pot by myself, so I wait until I know I can share it with somebody.”

			“Your girlfriends would eat this in five seconds,” Larkin said. “I heard you when Andi called. She was just about begging you to bring some over.”

			Gina looked amused. “Well, this pot is for you. Andi can wait until the next time we play cards over here, and she’s hosting next. She makes this artichoke dip you wouldn’t believe.”

			“You play cards with Andi Henry?” Shane asked. Andi was Emma and Sam’s mom, and a source of irritation to his parents ever since he could remember. She lived in a beautiful old Victorian on the Crescent and loved painting the mailbox and shutters weird colors, of which the Sullivans most certainly did not approve. They were convinced she was growing—and probably smoking—tons of pot in her greenhouse.

			As it turned out, she was just a much cooler, more interesting person than his parents. Which, granted, was not a high bar to clear.

			“Sure I play cards. Me, Andi, Ginni, Clare, Joanne . . . for years now. Girls’ night.”

			That was a connection he didn’t know about, but he supposed he hadn’t really been paying attention, either. His own social life had taken up a lot of his time until recently.

			“They play poker,” Larkin said. “They keep trying to get me to play, but I’m not that big a sucker. They’ll clean me out.”

			“We will,” Gina agreed. “But the food is great.”

			Shane laughed, and they fell into comfortable conversation around the table. He felt himself unwinding after another day spent tense and unhappy. He hadn’t really called it that before—“unhappy”—because he hadn’t realized he was. Not really. Not until it had been pointed out to him, and not until he’d had a more appealing option dangled in front of him. Knowing the right thing might be in reach just made the wrong thing that much more miserable.

			He hadn’t known there could be so many right things out there. Not for him, at least. It was enough to make a guy worry that the rug was about to be pulled out from under him. But not today; not while he was in good company and eating this kick-ass soup.

			When the bowls were empty, Shane cleared the table while Gina and Larkin sat, rinsing and stacking the bowls in the sink. Outside, snow had begun to fall. Normally he would have complained, but it was actually kind of nice. Or maybe that was just his mood.

			“Well,” Gina said, stretching, “you need to get some rest, honey. I can see you’re fading over there. You need cold medicine?”

			“I can get her some,” Shane said quickly. He wanted to help with something, damn it. Gina looked a little amused, but didn’t argue.

			“I have a little,” Larkin said, and snuffled pathetically.

			“I’ll take care of it,” Shane said. “Come on, I’ll get you tucked in.”

			Gina put the remains of the soup into a couple of large disposable containers while he bundled Larkin into her coat. She let him without comment, which was a clear sign of just how lousy she felt. He opened the door with one hand, the stack of soup containers in the other, and let Larkin walk out ahead of him.

			“Thanks for everything,” Shane said, and had to stop himself from calling her “Mrs. Valeri” again. She smiled.

			“No thanks necessary. She’s a good girl. And you turned out to be a good boy, too. I always figured you would at some point.”

			He laughed, embarrassed. “I don’t know about that.”

			“Sure you are. You weren’t a bad kid even back when you were a pain in the ass in my lunchroom. You just didn’t have anybody to help you figure out a different way to be.” She gave his arm a pat. “I’m glad you turned out all right. She wouldn’t like you so much otherwise. Now go find her some medicine so she can get some rest. I don’t think she slept last night, from what she said.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a smirk.

			“You’re still a smartass,” she said, and closed the door, laughing.

			“Now, that, I do know,” Shane said. He wasn’t sure about the whole nice-guy thing. It wasn’t a role he was used to playing . . . and it didn’t really feel like playing this time with Larkin and Mrs. Valeri. He hoped it wasn’t. He hoped it lasted. Shane frowned, then brushed the thoughts aside as he turned and walked to where Larkin was waiting for him, all huddled up and coughing at the edge of the road.

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were getting sick?” he asked. “I could have come over last night. I could have done . . . well, something, anyway.” It bothered him that she hadn’t reached out. Maybe it shouldn’t have. But feeling this way—all these weird feelings he’d been grappling with—made him want reassurance that he wasn’t feeling them alone.

			Larkin sniffled and looked up at him with rheumy eyes. “I decided I wasn’t getting sick. Because I am a stubborn butthead.”

			His smile was half relief, half amusement at her honesty. “Oh yeah? How’d that work out for you?”

			“Awesome, obviously. I feel gross,” she said. “There are a lot of cooties going on here. Sorry.”

			“I fear no cootie,” he said. “Come on. I’ll take care of you.”

			The words were unfamiliar on his tongue, and he couldn’t remember if he’d ever said them before. All he knew was, this time, he meant it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			“I want to go back to work.”

			“You have bronchitis.”

			“Screw bronchitis. I want to go back to work.”

			She knew she was being unreasonable, and she didn’t care. After being cooped up for three days at home, with a worsening cough that perfectly matched her attitude, Shane had pushed her into going to the doctor. Now she not only had a mile-high stack of boxes and bottles of over-the-counter cold meds, she also had antibiotics. She felt like crap, she was well aware that she looked like crap, and having to sit still was making her homicidal. The only person unwise enough to plant himself in her path was Shane, and he’d proven himself to be just as big an obstacle as he looked. Bigger, even.

			Nurse Ratched had nothing on him.

			“You have bad bronchitis,” Shane said, looming over her. “Did you not listen to the doctor? He wants you to rest. Otherwise you could get pneumonia, and I don’t want to have to argue you into the hospital.”

			“I didn’t argue about going to the doctor,” she grumbled, and proceeded to have a coughing fit into the tissue she was holding. Her eyes watered. She hated everything.

			“Maybe it was more like complaining, then. Loud complaining. You know Jo and Aimee have this covered, and whoever the new girl is . . .”

			“Maisie,” Larkin said. “She’s still in training because the last girl moved. I should be there to make sure it’s going all right.” Every time she thought about work, she got panicky. The panic made her bitchier. She knew it, but her normal firewalls against extreme bitchiness had been overcome by a wave of mucus that had destroyed every good intention in its path.

			“It’s going all right,” Shane said, a stubborn crease appearing between his eyes. “If you call them again they’re going to drive by late tonight and pelt your house with leftover baked goods.”

			“If they do I’ll kill them. We donate the leftover food to a couple of different soup kitchens.”

			That seemed to give him pause. “I didn’t know that.”

			“Yeah, well, I’ve had to eat at those places before. The people really appreciate the food, and it’s a nice treat. Besides, it’s awful to just toss perfectly good food.” She glared at his surprised expression and added, “I know, I’m such a hippie, caring about the poors. Whatever.”

			He frowned. “I didn’t say that, and you’re grouchy.”

			“Maybe.” She coughed, blew her nose, and then threw herself onto her back. “This sucks. I can’t do anything!” The phone rang, and she had to dig through layers of blankets to find it. Shane headed back into the kitchen, probably to pace where she couldn’t see him. She knew he didn’t like being cooped up any better than she did, just as she knew she was terrible company right now.

			The number was unfamiliar, but the area code wasn’t. Telemarketer, probably, she thought, and took the call just for the satisfaction she’d get in hanging up on someone.

			“Hello?” she asked. Her voice was deep and scratchy, another point of frustration.

			“Larkin?”

			She didn’t say anything. She stopped breathing. Some part of her insisted that being very still and quiet would make the phone call disappear. But it didn’t, and neither did the person on the other end of the line.

			“Larkin, is that you? It’s Amber.”

			She scrambled to find words, but she had none. She had a different phone number, an unlisted phone number. Not that it stopped people who were really determined, but why? It had been years, and it still hadn’t been long enough. Finally, she spoke.

			“Sorry, you’ve got the wrong number.”

			She ended the call, but not before she heard the angry “Larkin!” on the other end. Seconds after she hung up, the phone started ringing again. This time, she let it go to voice mail. Which, she remembered, began with Hi, this is Larkin! She closed her eyes.

			They’re all the way across the country, and they’re too broke to get out here. It’s probably nothing. Let it go.

			“Telemarketer?” Shane poked his head around the corner, looking wary. She didn’t blame him. He’d been here every day after work to fuss over her—Shane’s version of fussing, anyway, which was mostly to try to continuously feed her while picking terrible movies for them to watch on Netflix—and she’d been about as pleasant as a wounded bear, especially today. She knew it. At least, the bigger, better part of her did. But that wasn’t the part that was in control today. Not when she’d been sick and unable to do so much as glance at a baking pan for days.

			She never got sick. Getting sick meant losing your job, or at the very least, losing a needed paycheck. Yes, things were better right now, but the fear wasn’t so easily shaken. Things had been hard for a long time. The business was important, was hard won, was everything. She had bills, damn it! What if something terrible happened and she had to shut down? What would she do?

			The list of what-ifs played over and over in her head, each round adding something new and horrible to think about. Meanwhile, Shane waited for an answer she’d forgotten the question to. Finally, he prodded her.

			“Larkin? Who was it?”

			“No one.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to talk about it. Her mind was already reeling from the possibilities. If her sister had tracked her number down, then they’d know where she was. That was the last thing she wanted, even if they couldn’t afford to physically darken her doorstep.

			“Is something wrong?” Shane was frowning now.

			Her phone vibrated, and her voice mail notification popped up. Great. “No.”

			“Larkin.”

			“What?”

			When he just stared at her, she sighed loudly. She wasn’t a good liar. And he wasn’t the problem. It would be cool if she could push past her present state of feeling like human garbage and remember that. Grudgingly, she admitted the truth. “It was my sister.”

			“You have a sister?” Shane looked mystified by this. She guessed she hadn’t mentioned it. Why would she? She and Amber were like oil and water. Probably because Amber was just like their mother. Larkin sometimes wondered who she took after. Not her mother. Her father? Hard to know. She wasn’t an emotionally unavailable laborer, so probably not. And her stepsiblings from that side had scattered to the four winds, so finding out what he was like from them would take more energy than she was interested in expending.

			“She’s my half sister. Yeah.”

			“Do you get along?”

			“Nope.”

			Shane emerged fully from the hall and leaned against the wall, crossing one foot over the other. Even when he wasn’t thinking about it he looked like a GQ spread. She wanted to be mad about it. Currently, she wanted to be mad about everything. Shane seemed willing to oblige her.

			“That’s it? Nope? You’ve met my family, but yours gets to stay a secret?”

			“It’s not a secret,” she snapped. “I was very clear that they suck.”

			“They suck. That’s all you’re going to tell me.”

			“They suck in a trashier way than your family sucks? I’m not sure what you’re looking for. I don’t have to talk about it. It’s not important.” She knew, on some level, that she sounded like a petulant child. She was also scared to death. She needed to have a handle on things, and being stuck here was the opposite of that. Now she had Amber calling, and probably Journey herself would be next. Whining. Accusing her of being a bad daughter. Looking for money.

			They would ruin everything. And there was nothing she could do.

			Shane glared at her for a long moment, then said, “Okay.” He went to the mat beside the door and began tugging on his boots. Larkin watched him, aghast. Her temper flashed, but so did her fear. He’s leaving. . . . Why is he leaving? Fine, go, then. . . . No, God, wait—please stay. . . .

			“Where are you going?” She tried to sound pathetic. It wasn’t a stretch. Shane didn’t seem affected, though.

			“Home. I need air, and you need to do . . . whatever it is you’re doing.”

			“I’m just sitting here,” she snapped. “It’s not my fault I feel awful!” Part of it was her fault, though. She’d let herself depend on him, to the point where watching him leave angry actually made her nauseous. When was the last time she’d let such a thing happen? It had been years. And it had never been quite like this.

			“This isn’t just about you feeling awful. We decided to try being a couple, right? That implies some give-and-take. You know all about my situation.”

			“Only because it’s right in front of my face,” Larkin grumbled, barely resisting the urge to shove a wad of tissue up her nose to stop the dripping. “You wouldn’t talk about them if they weren’t right here. You wouldn’t want to.”

			“That’s irrelevant, and in that case I would talk about them if you asked. It’s not some big dirty secret.”

			She glared at him. She really wasn’t in the mood for this. “It’s not a secret. And you don’t get to decide what’s relevant and irrelevant when it comes to my family, lawyer man. I’m not hiding the fact that they’re awful. I just don’t want to talk about it.”

			“What is this? You think I’ll judge you? After what you know about my family? Do you know how insulting that is?”

			“I didn’t even say that!” Larkin knew a losing argument when she saw one, and neither of them was going to come out of this happy. She coughed and made an unhappy sound. “Why are we fighting? Why do you want to fight with me when I’m sick?”

			Shane rubbed at the back of his neck and heaved a sigh that was more like a growl. “Because you’re grouchy and it’s finally made me grouchy. Congratulations. How can somebody so sweet be such an awful patient?”

			“Because I don’t like being sick, that’s why. And I don’t like having to sit still when it wasn’t my idea.”

			He seemed torn between amusement and exasperation, both of which were better than the anger that had flashed moments before. “You’ve got a hell of a long list of things you don’t like.”

			“See, you learned something new,” she said, then blew her nose.

			Shane shook his head, then pulled on his coat, apparently undeterred from leaving after all. Larkin watched him with dismay. “Don’t go.”

			His frustration was clear when his eyes met hers, even if much of the actual anger had dissipated. “You want to tell me what was up with the phone call?”

			No. “It’s complicated.”

			“So is everything,” he replied. “So’s my entire life. I want you in it, but this can’t be all on your terms.”

			“Are you kidding?” she asked. “I didn’t go looking for this! If I have terms, it’s because I’m trying to keep from, from . . .” Her voice caught in her throat. From letting you rip my still-beating heart out of my chest and stomp on it wasn’t something he probably wanted to hear, even if it was true. “From making a huge mistake,” she finally finished. “What’s bad about wanting to do things the right way?”

			“I don’t even think there is a right way, that’s what!” he said, his voice growing heated again. “I don’t know what you’re worried about doing wrong because you won’t tell me! You told my parents more than you told me!”

			“Because your father was being mean!” She was frustrated, too, but it just made her sound more nasal, which increased her frustration. It was hard to fight effectively when she sounded like a sick goose.

			“So I’m supposed to be mean to you if I want to get anywhere?”

			“No.”

			He shoved a hand through his hair and growled. “Larkin, I don’t know what you want. I sure as hell don’t know what you want from me. And honestly, I’ve got enough other stuff to figure out right now without trying to be some kind of white knight I’m just . . . not.”

			She stared at him for a moment, taken aback by his words, and the anger behind them. It suddenly occurred to her that they weren’t just fighting about her phone call anymore.

			“I’m not telling you to be a white knight,” she said. “Where are you getting that? If you didn’t want to be here while I was sick, then you should have just said so.” With her surprise came hurt. Her years-long attempts to just pretend her family didn’t exist were one thing. Shane playing nurse when he didn’t want to out of some misguided idea of what she wanted was quite another. “Go, then. I wish you’d said something. I can take care of myself.”

			“Damn it, that’s not what I meant.”

			“Well, then you’re not the only one who needs some work on communicating, because that’s what it sounded like. I don’t expect you to be anybody but yourself. I thought . . .” Her lip quivered, and she fought it, because she knew she was too run-down to be thinking about this rationally right now and he did not need to see her cry. “I thought you just wanted to be here.”

			“I do. I just want you to be honest with me!”

			“Well, same goes!”

			He swore softly, and she knew he was leaving. It was probably better for both of them. She hadn’t expected the fight, but it seemed like the air had needed clearing. She’d thought they were having fun—well, that he was having fun while she privately worried about where the relationship was heading. She was too scared to have fun.

			Maybe he was, too. Shane being scared of anything was a foreign concept, but then again, she’d met his parents. She knew enough to surmise that shaking up the status quo for him was a bigger jump than it would be for a lot of people. Maybe she was part of shaking things up for him.

			That’s stupid. I’m not hard to figure out. Except for the family issues. And the commitment issues. And the—well, shit.

			“Look, you let me know when you feel better and maybe we can have a rational discussion about all of this,” Shane said. “I need some time.” His voice was steady, but it held an edge of anger that likely burned far hotter than he let on. “I know you think I’m some kind of nice guy, Larkin, and I’m trying, but I’m not the only one who needs work. Besides, I’m never going to be that nice.” Still, despite what he said, he looked genuinely pained before he turned to go. “I’ll see you later. Feel better. And if you let yourself get pneumonia I really will kick your ass.”

			She watched him shut the door, torn between leaping off the couch in all of her cruddy glory to drag him back inside and simply letting him walk away. In the end, she chose option two, simply because she didn’t want to confront him again until she had a better handle on herself. And right now, as she curled up with her pillow and cried big, ugly tears that made her nose even stuffier than it already was, she didn’t have anything close to control.

			He didn’t know what she wanted? Well, she wanted her happy, chilled-out life back when nobody wanted anything from her but stupid jokes, bad karaoke, and cupcakes. But that was impossible, because the day he’d kissed her, everything had changed. None of her fantasies about him had been able to hurt anyone, least of all her. The reality was so much more frightening, and dangerous . . . and wonderful.

			Shane was right. They both had some work to do on themselves. And it looked like he’d just left her with the decision about whether she could allow the wonderful to outweigh everything else.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			She didn’t call.

			Shane waited through the weekend. He waited through Monday and Tuesday, at which point he heard through the grapevine that she was back at work. He even made it through half of Wednesday, determined not to call and ask if they were really done. He was Shane Sullivan, damn it. He’d dumped more women than most men had ever dated, and the one time he’d been dumped it was just because he’d been too lazy to do it first. If Larkin had decided she was through with him, that was her problem. He would. Not. Break.

			Did we break up?

			He hit send, stared in horror at what he’d just done, and then buried his phone under a stack of papers on his desk as though hiding the evidence could banish the junior high–level text message he’d just sent.

			“Shane, I’ve got that information you asked for about Whispering Pines’s revised billing policy.” Tammy walked into the room, stopped short, and looked around as though she’d just arrived at some unexpected and potentially hostile destination. “Are you having some kind of emotional experience? Because I can come back.”

			“No.” He shifted in his chair, squared his shoulders, and folded his hands on top of the mess he’d created. “Why would you think that?”

			She pursed her lips, considered him for a moment, and then shook her head. “No. Not even going to ask why you just buried your phone on your desk.” She turned and started to go.

			“Tam, can I ask you something?”

			He heard her take a long breath, but she turned back around and walked to the side of his desk. “Sure.”

			“Am I, like, unappealing in some fundamental way I don’t know about? Do I smell? I’m not kidding.”

			Tammy sighed, but she did manage to look sympathetic. “Oh, honey. Did you screw up with Larkin?”

			Shane frowned. “Hey. That wasn’t an answer. And no, I don’t think so. We had a fight.”

			“Did you start it?”

			“Not really.” He mulled it over for the thousandth time. “We both started it. There were, you know, issues.”

			“Well, you wouldn’t be a Sullivan if you didn’t have issues. Beautiful girl like her appears out of nowhere and doesn’t seem to have a family? Obvious issues. But you never liked things easy.” Tammy smirked. “Well, not for any length of time.”

			He lowered his chin and gave her a long-suffering look. “Tam. Come on. I’m being serious.”

			“So am I.” She shook her head, a small smile on her lips. “Let me guess. You had a fight, you’re not speaking, and you just sent off some ‘do you still like me?’ text. And now you’re freaking out.”

			“Uh. Well . . . yeah.”

			His phone vibrated somewhere beneath the pile of doom, and he froze. Tammy leaned a hip against the edge of the desk. “Well?” she asked. “I can’t give advice if you don’t give me all the information.”

			“This sounds familiar,” he grumbled, but he gingerly slid the phone out from beneath his papers. There were a number of texts. From Larkin.

			No! I don’t think so. Maybe accidentally?

			I was going to call, but then I thought you would.

			But then I knew I needed to, but by then I thought it had been too long and it would be weird. I don’t want to break up.

			Did you want to break up? I would rather see you.

			I think I just time traveled back to high school. —L

			“You’re smiling. I feel like this means I get to leave without giving you advice I don’t get paid for. Yes?”

			“Yeah.” Shane read the message again, hearing it in Larkin’s voice, and then looked up at his assistant. “Thanks, though.”

			“For what? Not running away? I thought about it.” She smiled.

			“Nah, for putting up with my crap. As usual.”

			“Well, you know. I think that might actually be in my job description.” She winked at him. “You’re doing fine.” She dropped the printout she’d been carrying onto his desk and left him to text Larkin back. He might not be in high school anymore, but this was enough like passing notes in school that he laughed softly while answering her.

			Can I see you tonight?

			He had to wait a minute, but her answer came quickly enough.

			Sorry, frosting on my hands. And on my phone screen.

			Yes. I want to talk about what we talked about. Maybe your place? I’m still fumigating mine.

			Shane thought about it, then answered.

			Sounds good. Have to run by Fitz’s. I can get you from work on my way?

			That worked for her, which worked for him, which made the last few days of misery seem almost like they hadn’t happened. His anger—more frustration than anger, really—was long gone. All he felt was relief. That, and an intense need to see Larkin and reassure himself that they were okay. She’d called herself a stubborn butthead. Well, he was, too. Somehow, seeing it spelled out so clearly was reassuring for him.

			It was strange, but he was getting used to strange.

			He liked it, and that was all that seemed to matter.

			•   •   •

			It had to be the day she was in full-on awkward mode.

			By the time Shane came in, she’d ruined one batch of tarts, spilled cherry juice on herself, tripped over a chair in full view of everyone in the shop, and eaten three cherry cheesecake brownies in a fit of stress. Aimee, thankfully, had brushed the telltale crumbs off the end of her nose before she’d gone home for the night.

			Larkin finished cleaning, locked up the cash, hung up her apron, and did what she could with herself in the bathroom mirror. It wasn’t much. She was still looking a little wan from her bout with bronchitis, and the lack of sun wasn’t helping her recovery any. Still, she felt human again, even if her looks hadn’t quite caught up. She fashioned a quick fishtail braid to replace her ponytail, put on a little tinted lip gloss, and was making faces at herself when she heard the knock at the front door.

			Shane stood there, bathed in the yellow glow from the wrought iron streetlight, one hand behind his back and the other pressed against the glass. When he saw her, his eyes lit up, and he smiled, slow and warm and slightly crooked. Larkin felt her heart stumble in her chest, and it was a struggle not to let her feet follow suit.

			I’m not that nice, he’d said. I’m not a white knight. Well, maybe that was so, but he certainly looked like a fairy-tale hero to her, larger-than-life, handsome as sin, and if that hand behind his back meant what she assumed it did, he was just as sweet as any guy who ever kissed a princess to wake her up.

			He was perfect. She’d missed him.

			She—

			Larkin forced herself to focus, despite the way her heart fluttered like a bird in a cage, despite the way her chest tightened with the loveliest ache. She couldn’t think ahead just now. She simply wanted to enjoy Shane being here. It made her feel even more like an idiot for waiting to call. Somehow, she’d thought he would make the move first, come to her. But that wasn’t his job. This wasn’t a game. When he’d told her to let him know when she was ready to talk, he’d meant it.

			He was invested in this. Not just for her looks. For her. It put Larkin in new territory, but she was glad to be here, even if she’d managed to face-plant on the way to figuring it out. That was kind of her thing anyway, she guessed.

			Larkin turned out the lights, grabbed her purse off the counter, and opened the door. “Hey, stranger.”

			“Hey, beautiful. Nice cupcakes.”

			She grinned. “Nice euphemism.”

			“I aim to please.” He pulled his hand from behind his back, and there were the flowers, bright pink daisies in a small painted pot. “I was working on short notice, but these looked like you.”

			“Oh!” Larkin grabbed them, stuck her nose into a blossom, and inhaled deeply. Her sense of smell had mostly returned, and she appreciated the light scent of growing things, reminding her of a spring that was on its way even though the Cove still seemed very much asleep. “How did you know I’d rather have potted flowers than cut ones?”

			“I knew you’d want something you could help grow. It’s the hippie thing,” he said, and when she made a face he pointed at her tie-dyed pink-and-turquoise T-shirt, a new design she’d bought for the shop, visible beneath her coat. “Tell me I’m wrong while you’re wearing that. Really.”

			“Not even going to argue,” she said, and hurried back inside to put them in a place of honor beside the cash register, right next to a fluffy blue unicorn. She reemerged, locked up, then threw her arms around Shane. “Thank you,” she said, tipping her face up to look at him. “I love them. You made my day.”

			His grin was big and a little silly, and she loved that, too. “So I did something right? Could you call the paper? I want this recorded for posterity.”

			“You do lots of things right.”

			“No, I just look really good doing them wrong.”

			“Well, you do look good,” she agreed, eyes dropping to his mouth. It had been too long since she’d had a taste of him. She’d dreamed about it, but the reality had ruined her on the fantasy.

			One red brow quirked up. “Yeah? Well, it just so happens I’m a giving man, if you’d like to partake. Come here, Cupcake Queen. You look pretty sweet tonight yourself.” He lowered his mouth to hers, and the first brush of his lips took her back to that day at Brynn’s when he’d surprised her with the best almost-sort-of kiss she’d ever had. Tonight, though, that first teasing brush was followed by another, and then a final brush that turned into a long, slow dance of lips and tongues that made the snowy sidewalk vanish. For a few minutes, they could have been alone in the dark. Shane’s arms wrapped around her, holding her while she slid her hands over his shoulders, remembering the rhythmic way they’d flexed when he’d been over her, in her. She gripped him harder, deepening the kiss, rising up to press against the length of him. Shane growled low in the back of his throat, his hands stroking downward. . . .

			The quick burst of a police siren made Larkin jump, and they were bathed in flashing light. Larkin felt a brief burst of panic, but Shane kept his arms loosely around her and insulted the officer.

			“You asshole. Quit wasting my taxpayer dollars and go catch a bad guy or something.”

			“Be nice, Sullivan, or I’ll give you a ticket for lewd conduct and tell everybody I found you drunk and making out with a lamppost.” Seth Andersen leaned over to smile at Larkin through his rolled-down window. “No offense. You’re way prettier than a lamppost. Not sure about your taste in men, though.”

			“I get that a lot,” Larkin said, grinning when she recognized him. Emma Henry’s fiancé might be quiet in crowds, but he could definitely bring the snark when needed.

			“Go away. We’re closed. There are no donuts here,” Shane said.

			“That hurts. Really,” Seth said. “Be safe, kids. Make good decisions.” Larkin heard him laughing as he rolled up the window and drove off.

			“I should have been a cop,” Shane said, watching him drive off.

			“Pretty sure I speak on behalf of all of Harvest Cove when I say, I am so glad you aren’t one.”

			Shane gave her a look, then slung his arm around her to walk to his car. “I’d drive around playing ‘Yakety Sax’ over the loudspeakers the whole time. You people just don’t know what you’re missing. Come on. Let’s go bother the old man by the sea and then get into some more trouble.”

			For good or for ill, Larkin found she was in the mood to do exactly that.

			•   •   •

			Fitz lived at the end of the Crescent, in a beautiful house perched on a cliff that overlooked the sea. It looked like the backdrop to some great romance, a place where a poetic hero wrote lengthy letters to the woman he loved and pined for.

			In reality, Fitz opened the door with his hair standing up in at least six different directions and was sporting a sweatshirt with what looked like a pizza stain on the front of it. His eyes were glazed, but he looked happy to see them.

			“Hey! I forgot you were coming. Is it that late already? What time is it?” He leaned back into the house frowning, presumably to look for a clock. Larkin assumed he’d found one when he muttered, “Shit.”

			“Sure, thanks. We’d love to come in,” Shane said and brushed past him, catching Larkin’s hand and pulling her long with him.

			“Um, we can come back.” Larkin tugged on her hand, but Shane didn’t release it, simply shaking his head and rolling his eyes. It’s fine, he mouthed. He would know better than she did, she guessed, but it still felt rude. Fitz didn’t seem bothered at all. Just kind of spacey. She didn’t know him all that well, but he’d been around often enough that she found his current state pretty out of character. He wasn’t as loud as Shane, but he always seemed pretty together, and he was normally quick on the uptake.

			“Oh yeah, come in. I need a break, anyway. I haven’t come up for air in hours. This deadline is kicking my ass.”

			“You always say that,” Shane said. “And then you’ll tell us it’s the worst piece of crap you’ve ever written, and this fall you’ll sell a billion copies and decide maybe you did all right. Lather, rinse, repeat.”

			Fitz offered them a lopsided smile. “Maybe. If I’m lucky.” He turned his attention to her, and said, “Nice to see you, Larkin. Shane mentioned he’d somehow talked you into letting him hang around. It’s his sparkling personality, right?”

			“His butt, actually,” Larkin said. “I’m a butt woman.”

			Both Fitz and Shane dissolved into laughter. Fitz shut the front door, and then shook his head. “Wow. Maybe you are made for each other. Come on. I’ve got, like, cold pizza. I think. Soda? You guys want a drink?”

			“I want my book back,” Shane said. “You promised. Deadline brain is no excuse.”

			“You’re a writer?” Larkin asked, suddenly interested. She wasn’t clear on exactly what Fitz did, though his friends never seemed to act like anything was amiss, so she figured he wasn’t a drug dealer or anything.

			Shane chuckled. “You could say that.”

			Fitz gave him a dirty look for some reason she couldn’t fathom. It made her wonder if he wrote something a little scandalous, like erotica. She kind of hoped so, if only because it would be so wonderfully unexpected.

			“I’m a writer,” he said, his expression lightening when he looked at her. “It’s not something I really spread around, though. So if you could maybe keep that quiet, I’d appreciate it. Shane says you’re trustworthy, and you’re close to people I already trust, so . . . welcome to the secret club.” He playfully gave her the Vulcan salute. “Seriously, though, do you guys want pizza? I can heat it up.”

			“Book first. Then maybe pizza. Unless it’s been on your counter for a week. I know how you get,” Shane said.

			Larkin followed the two men through rooms filled with a mixture of antique furniture, modern technology, and fantasy memorabilia. The man had a very realistic dragon head mounted above a huge fireplace in the parlor, she noted. It had glowing eyes. She’d never seen anything quite like the mash-up of old and new and just plain different Fitz had going on in here, but it sort of worked. It was interesting, at any rate.

			They ended up in the library, a large high-ceilinged room where shelves were stuffed with books, everything from embossed leather hardbacks to worn paperbacks. A small desk sat facing a window through which she could see the lighthouse way out on Night’s Point, and there were a few scattered chairs, all of them built for comfort. She breathed in, loving the way even the air smelled of books. She’d spend hours in this place if she lived here.

			Shane and Fitz were arguing companionably about something or other while she looked around, and she nearly missed one of the most interesting things about the room—the posters. On the few sections of wall dividing the bookcases hung big framed posters of book covers by the famed fantasy novelist Malcolm Roy. They’d already made one movie out of his series and it had done so well that . . .

			Larkin’s eyes widened. “Oh my God,” she said. “That’s you?”

			Fitz looked confused, and then the light went on. “Oh. Yeah. Like I said, I’m a writer.”

			She stared. “But. But . . . Smoke and Glass. That’s you.”

			“Yeah.” He smiled, a little shyly. “Cool, right?”

			Her excitement bubbled over. “I read that! I saw the movie. Oh my God.” She touched her hand to her mouth, amazed that this was actually happening. The guy with the pizza-stained sweatshirt was Malcolm Roy. And she was in his house. And he was Fitz. “It’s possible I’m going to need to sit down.”

			Shane sighed. “Don’t tell him how awesome he is. He’ll offer to show you his fantasy sword collection and then I’ll end up sitting in the parlor watching movies where stuff explodes while you two geek out. Fitz, no swords.”

			He looked mildly disappointed. “I never get to show anybody the swords. I have a gorgeous replica of Anduril.”

			“You don’t get to show anybody because you’re a freaking hermit.”

			“How does nobody know you live here, again?” Larkin asked. “I know I must have seen pictures of you when I was, ah, accidentally looking around online for info on the next release. For hours. One time.” She smiled. “I’m not actually creepy, I swear. I do love your books, though.”

			He grinned. “I appreciate that. And as long as I don’t find you hiding in my bathroom or something, you don’t have to worry about the creep factor. We’re good.”

			Maybe it was because he was so familiar to her as a guy she occasionally talked to who hung around with people she knew, but she couldn’t believe that she just hadn’t made the connection. Of course, why would she think to? She had vague memories of an attractive guy in a baseball cap—and maybe a short beard?—in press photos, but she’d been more interested in the information than the pictures. The man in front of her was relaxed to the point of looking like he’d just rolled out of bed, and his head and face were bare. He was slight of build, not very tall, with short black hair and lightly tanned skin. His eyes were dark, a rich earthy brown with flecks the color of buttered caramel when the light caught them just right, warm and friendly and . . . actually a little bloodshot right about now. Handsome, but in an entirely different way than Shane was.

			Fitz was subtle. Shane was anything but.

			“Well, the great thing about being a writer is, no paparazzi. Most of my fan interaction is online, and none of my film stuff happens here. I’m vague about where I live in the state, and when I do cons, I just make sure I don’t look exactly like, you know, me. You’d be amazed how far that goes. Around here I’m just a townie whose family gave him their huge old house. My parents are snowbirds, stay down in the Keys all winter and come back in the late spring. It’s nice to not rattle around in here by myself for part of the year. Anyway, in the Cove I’m just Fitz. I’m pretty sure people think I’m a professional paperboy mooching off his family or something.”

			“They think you make porn,” Shane informed him. “Porn magnate.”

			Fitz wrinkled his nose. “Bull. Nobody thinks that except whoever you suggested it to, I bet.”

			“I’m just helping keep up your ruse,” Shane said.

			“Gee, thanks.” He rolled his eyes. “Here, take your book if you won’t stay and eat my pizza. Oh! Hang on, I have something for you, too, Larkin. Just a loaner, because this is worth its weight in gold, but as long as you get it back to me before five years from now, otherwise known as ‘when Shane returns things,’ it’s fine.”

			“Okay,” she said with a slightly confused laugh as he dashed off, his dazed shuffle vanishing in a burst of speed. She raised her eyebrows at Shane, who shrugged.

			“Could be anything,” he said. “But it’s probably something dorky.”

			“How are you two friends, again?” she asked, laughing.

			“He used to get picked on when we were in middle school. He was really short before the whole puberty thing kicked in. I was giving him some crap one day and he told me off.”

			“You’re friends because he told you off?” Larkin asked. “Is this how you make all of your friends?”

			“We’re friends because he cursed me out in ways I’d never even heard of. It was a work of art. No kidding, I didn’t even want to kick his ass after that. I wanted him to write down all the insults so I could commit them to memory. I mean, I’m good, but Fitz is a master.”

			“Did he actually write it all down?”

			“No. But he did buy me a candy bar, and we were good from then on.” Shane smiled. “He was kind of a weird kid, but he got better. Mostly.”

			“Got it!” Fitz walked back in, carrying a disk in a clear case. “You’ll thank me for this,” he told Larkin as he handed it over. The wicked twinkle in his eye was intriguing, and she looked down to examine the gift.

			“What is that?” Shane asked, eyeing it. “What are you trying to corrupt her with?”

			“Hey, I’m plenty good at corrupting myself,” she informed him. The way one of his eyebrows lifted, just a little, a smirk playing at the corner of his mouth, nearly melted her right then and there. He would take it that way. And she couldn’t seem to make herself mind.

			“I put that together for Shane’s birthday a couple of years ago. Sullivan’s Greatest Hits. Watch it and be awed.”

			“Oh, not that,” Shane said, and made a grab for it. Larkin scooted away, hiding the disk behind her back and holding her other hand out in front of her.

			“No, you don’t,” she said. “I want to see this!”

			“I have it on my computer,” Fitz said, looking extremely pleased with himself. “I can make her infinite copies, so you might as well let her watch it. Anyway, it’s awesome.”

			“Yeah, it’s awesome, but that doesn’t mean I want everyone seeing it.”

			“I’m not everyone,” Larkin pointed out. “I won’t show anybody else. But I am going to watch it. I feel like it’s background information I should have. I mean, how can we date if I go through life unaware of your greatest hits? Or worse, unaware that you even had any hits? It would be a travesty!”

			“She’s right,” Fitz said. “You don’t want to make her live a lie, do you?” He shot Larkin a conspiratorial grin, and she couldn’t help but return it.

			“You guys suck,” Shane grumbled. “Both of you. Fine, but I’m watching it with you. So you have context.”

			She was amused by how embarrassed he looked. That wasn’t like him, which in turn made her even more curious about what, exactly, they were going to be watching. “Sure,” she said. “Maybe at your place for once?” They hadn’t spent much time at Shane’s house, and never just hanging out there like they tended to do at her place. For a guy who had been a little nervous about where she lived, he’d certainly made himself at home.

			He nodded. “Okay. My place.” Then he turned his attention back to Fitz, hand out. “My book, jerk. Now that you’ve had some fun.”

			“I really have. Thanks for that; it was a good break. Now maybe I can work past this plot point that I can’t quite . . . yeah, never mind, I can see your brain trying to shut down already.” He picked up a hardcover book from his desk and handed it over. Larkin eyed it.

			“That’s not one of yours,” she said.

			“No way. I don’t read about elves,” Shane said, wrinkling his nose. “Not unless they wear chain mail bikinis, which is definitely not Fitz’s style.”

			Fitz simply rolled his eyes while Larkin smacked Shane in the arm. “Don’t be a pig. Chain mail bikinis aren’t functional. I don’t ask for my fantasy heroes to wear chain mail briefs.”

			“You could. It’s fair. I’d fight in metal undies for you, babe.” He laughed and put up his arms as she lightly pummeled him.

			“Hard pass,” she said.

			“And on that note,” Fitz said, shaking his head, “I’m going to let you two get on with, uh, whatever you’re doing this evening so I can get on with mine. Book’s due in two weeks. I’d like to shower at some point.”

			“Yeah, do the rest of the world a favor and get on that,” Shane said. “Thanks for getting this signed for me, by the way.” He held up the slightly battered copy of Dark Matter by T. R. Webb. Larkin looked at it, curious.

			“You like sci-fi?”

			“I like this sci-fi. I’ve been reading this series for years,” Shane said, opening the front cover and grinning over what he saw. For an instant, with the way his smile lit him up, he looked like an eager young boy instead of a cynical adult. “Fitz was at a con with the author like a month ago. I sent him with one of my favorites to see if she’d sign.”

			“Tia’s cool; I knew she wouldn’t mind,” Fitz said. Larkin knew she must have gotten an awed look on her face—she couldn’t help it, since every few minutes she remembered she was standing in Malcolm freaking Roy’s library—because when Fitz looked at her he blushed a little and shrugged. “My job is pretty great sometimes. Especially when it doesn’t feel like a job. Which it does right this second.” He sighed heavily. “Okay, out, both of you. Come back and make sure I’m still alive in a few days, will you? In case I lose it and try to eat myself to death like Pizza the Hut.”

			“You got it,” Shane said. The two men shared what Larkin thought of as an awkward bro hug, which involved one arm each and some overzealous patting, before Fitz walked them to the front door and sent them off, back out into the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Shane was uncharacteristically quiet on the ride over to his place. Larkin tried prodding him a little, but after a few one – to three-word answers she gave up and relaxed into the seat of his sedan, turning up the seat warmer so she could be cozy on what was yet another frigid night.

			“I wish spring would hurry up and get here,” she said, gaze moving over the snowdrifts at the sides of the road. “It’s supposed to make its debut, what, Monday? I don’t think it got the memo.”

			“I wonder,” Shane said, and Larkin eyed him. He seemed focused on the road, but his mind was definitely elsewhere.

			“You wonder what?” she asked, and she had to say it twice before it registered. When it did, he seemed a little startled.

			“What? Oh. I was thinking out loud. Sorry.”

			“Don’t be sorry,” she replied. A little line had appeared between his eyes, a sign he’d been serious for too long today. She preferred him smiling. Real smiles, not the ones he wore so often in public. She’d learned to tell the difference. “What were you wondering?”

			“Nothing. It’s stupid.”

			The sharp words, though not directed at her, pricked her nonetheless. “It’s not stupid. What is it?”

			Shane breathed in deeply, seemed to think it over, and then said, “I just wonder what it’s like being Fitz sometimes.”

			“You could smear some pizza on your shirt and find out.”

			His smile was faint, also unlike him. Shane could be a little mercurial, but he rarely seemed sad. That was what this was, though—sadness. “I mean, I wonder what it’s like to do something you really love for a living. He complains, and I know it’s a drag sometimes, but he genuinely loves writing.”

			“Well,” Larkin said, “I can make a guess, since I do something I love, too.”

			He turned his head to look at her. “Yeah, I guess you do. I’m surrounded by fulfilled people,” he said, and laughed. The sound was hollow. “So what’s it like? Does making a job out of something you love ruin it?”

			“No,” Larkin said, drawing out the word as she considered. “Not really. It changes when you’re getting paid for it, when you commit to it that way. You have to find ways to remember why you fell in love with it, even if it’s just little things. Baking is creative; writing is creative. You can’t just be on autopilot. The batteries can get a little low sometimes. I can get tired. But when I’m not baking, I get antsy. I feel strange, like something is missing. Even when things get rough, I can’t imagine doing anything else. And then I feel lucky,” she finished, smiling as the simple truth hit her all over again. “Despite everything, I really am pretty lucky. I can’t speak for Fitz, but he’d probably agree with at least some of that.”

			“Hmm,” Shane said. He was silent again as he pulled into his driveway. He’d left a few lights on in the house, a pretty Dutch Colonial on Rowan Street, which looked to Larkin like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Lovely homes, well-tended yards, mature trees lining the street . . . It was the sort of place she’d once dreamed of living. She still did, sometimes. But she loved her little place. And however much Shane’s house won in the looks department, her own was much more a home. That was probably why they’d only ever stopped here briefly when they were together, she thought. It wouldn’t surprise her if he felt the same way she did.

			The went in together, footsteps echoing a little in the foyer. Larkin slid her coat from her shoulders and took off her boots while Shane did the same. He had a rubber mat, at least, where she could dump the boots, but the rest of his decorating was decidedly minimal. It wasn’t exactly bare, but most of the house made it look like he was only here temporarily. She wondered whether that was by design.

			“You really want to watch that?” he asked, indicating the disk she had in her hand. She clutched it to her chest, in case he tried to swipe it again.

			“Yes.”

			He sighed. “Great. I’ll make some popcorn. You want some wine?”

			“Just water for me tonight,” she said. “I’ll get it set up.” She dashed into the family room with unrestrained glee, and she was glad to hear Shane’s chuckle as he headed for the kitchen. She didn’t know why being at Fitz’s had bothered him so much. The two of them seemed to hang out fairly often. So what was different about tonight?

			Larkin was curled up on the couch with the remote when Shane returned, bowl of popcorn in hand. He handed her a pint glass filled with water. She examined it, noting the brewery logo on the side. What was it about guys living alone? She’d never met one that had normal glassware. Shane did have grown-up furniture that didn’t look like it had come out of his college apartment, however, so that was something. Actually, what he did have was pretty tasteful. He’d probably have a decent eye for decorating if he ever decided to move all the way into his own house.

			“Thanks,” she said. “Ready?” He made some unintelligible noise as he got situated beside her. Larkin looked at his bleak expression, tapped one finger against her glass, and decided this was no time to be keeping her distance. They ought to be past being awkward. Well, past all but her usual awkwardness, anyway. She scooted over and snuggled into his side, relaxing into his warmth. She’d missed touching him. She still missed touching him.

			It’s been weeks and he hasn’t run off. Maybe I could think about lifting the embargo. . . .

			Shane put one arm around her shoulders, stroking her hair absently while he settled the popcorn bowl in his lap. It was all she could do not to arch into his touch like an eager kitten. Unfortunately, if she did, that would probably put off the movie for the night . . . and she really did want to see it.

			“Okay,” he finally said. “Start it up. Don’t feel like you need to watch the whole thing, though. It’s pretty boring.”

			“I doubt that.”

			He shifted against her, and she could feel his discomfort as clearly as if it were her own. Larkin wished he wasn’t quite so reluctant about this, but in a way that made her all the more determined to find out why. With a final glance up at him, she pushed play.

			As promised, the title screen proclaimed this to be Celebrating 28 Years of Shane Sullivan: the Man, the Myth, the Guy Who Always Gets Out of Paying for Dinner.

			“It was my birthday,” he said. “I’m loved, obviously.”

			“I can see that.”

			The Monty Python theme song started playing, along with pictures and short videos of Shane and his friends through the years. Larkin was immediately riveted. She never really forgot that Shane had grown up in the Cove, but hearing about it was one thing. Seeing it was quite another. There was Shane and Jake, barely pubescent, flexing for the camera. Shane and Fitz dancing like idiots. Teenage Shane holding court at some party with a cheap beer in his hand while younger versions of people she recognized acted like . . . well, teenagers drinking underage around him. There were prom pics—“Your hair!” Larkin laughed at the dated skater cut that did not lie down the way it was supposed to—and sports pics and casual photos, all with the same basic group of people. That was, mostly the same group of people.

			“You did date a lot, didn’t you?” she asked, turning her head to look up at him.

			“That depends on your definition of ‘dating,’” he replied, and rubbed at the back of his neck before shoving another handful of popcorn in his mouth. She wondered if that was so he didn’t have to answer more questions on the dazzling array of girls, then women, he’d had on his arm at one point or another. He didn’t seem to have a type, apart from “beautiful.” Sometimes they were in the background, sometimes right at this side, but there was always someone making cow eyes at him. And more than a few where he, in turn, was making cow eyes at Cici Ferris.

			Yuck.

			To his credit, he seemed to know. “Don’t say it. I already know. Just try to remember how young I was, okay?”

			“Mmm.” It might as well have been a million years ago, but Larkin still felt her hackles rising. She made a mental note to give Fitz a little hell the next time she saw him. This was cool and all, but she wasn’t sure what he’d wanted her to see apart from bad fashion and embarrassing hair. There were probably tons of inside jokes here for people who’d known him for years, but she wasn’t one of them. She’d been struggling her way out of Purvis, and then through college, and finally out of California altogether.

			There was a twinge of jealousy at the fun he’d obviously had. Then she let it go as well as she could. She tried very hard to subscribe to the Matt McConaughey Just keep livin’ philosophy of existence. Especially when she started feeling bitter about her upbringing.

			After all, she’d gotten here, and that was what mattered most.

			“You know,” she said after the fifth or so picture of Shane and company messing around at the park, “we can just . . .”

			Her words died in her throat as text appeared on the screen: Happy Birthday to a Legendary Local Villain. That was when the interesting clips began. And that was when she realized what Fitz had wanted her to see.

			The rest of the video was a montage of Shane’s performances, from high school and college to local theater. And they were an absolute treasure.

			“Oh, wow” was all she could say as she watched him swagger onstage as Orin Scrivello, DDS, and launch into the song “You’ll be a Dentist” with sneering gusto. But that was hardly all. He’d played the Wolf in Into the Woods, Mordred in Camelot, Gaston in Beauty and the Beast. Sometimes his turns were sinister, sometimes more comedic, and sometimes a bit of both. Larkin watched, mesmerized, as a nearly unrecognizable Shane chewed scenery as Fagin in Oliver! and sang in a beautiful baritone she couldn’t have imagined coming from him. And she understood why Ryan was pushing him to take the job at the high school.

			He had a gift.

			“You’re amazing,” she said. When he was silent, she turned her head. He was watching the screen with a wistfulness she’d never seen in him. Every bit of the confident veneer was gone. He looked a bit older than the guy on the video, and much less sure of himself, and infinitely sadder. He wasn’t playing any role at all . . . and because of that, Larkin felt as though she was seeing him for the very first time.

			And still . . . She liked the man she saw. More than liked. Because right now, he wasn’t larger-than-life. He was just . . . real.

			“You miss it,” Larkin said softly.

			“Of course I do. It’s the only thing I really like doing. I love getting to climb inside someone else’s head, become a completely different person for a few hours. It’s not just that it’s fun, which it is, but it’s challenging . . . and it’s freeing. Working with other people who have that passion for it just makes it better. And then to get to share it? There’s nothing better than performing in front of an audience. It’s like . . . magic. Which is the opposite of everything I do now. I never wanted to be a lawyer.” His voice was gentle, but there was something in it that hinted at old bitterness. And after hearing him explain how he felt, Larkin truly understood.

			His life was what hers would have become if she’d walked away from her passion and done something conventional. Something expected. It was the first time she’d ever felt lucky that no one had cared enough to try to hold her back.

			“Why did you do what they wanted?” she asked. “You knew it would make you unhappy.”

			“I hoped it wouldn’t,” he replied. On-screen, the play clips had given way to a clip of Shane’s break-dancing skills, which were terrible, apparently. With a chagrined look, he picked up the remote and turned it off. Then, the screen dark, he angled his body to face her. “I knew I needed to make a living. I knew my parents wouldn’t pay for school if I did what I wanted. They barely tolerated it when I minored in theater, but at least it was something.”

			“But you could have gotten away,” Larkin said. “You could have reinvented yourself.” She knew. She’d done it. But her situation had been markedly different, and it didn’t surprise her when Shane offered a rueful little smile and shook his head.

			“I thought about it. A lot. But where was I going to go, really? My friends are here. My life is here. My family, such as it is, is here. I’m a Sullivan, remember? The name gets heavier every year I wear it. If I’d really wanted to head out to New York or LA and try to make a name for myself, maybe I could have pushed harder. But I figured out a long time ago that I don’t have that kind of fire in the belly. I love acting, but I didn’t want to starve for years. I’m too damn spoiled to struggle along waiting tables and going to auditions, sharing some tiny apartment and never having any money. I know myself, Larkin. I’m not built to suffer for some vague possibility that I might get famous. I like being comfortable, I like knowing where I fit in, I like having friends I’ve been able to count on since I was just a punk kid.” He sighed. “So I did what I was supposed to do, came home, and figured I’d get over it.”

			“But you didn’t.”

			Shane shrugged one of his shoulders. “As much as I’m going to, I guess.”

			“You don’t even do local theater, though,” Larkin said. “If acting makes you happy, that’s a great outlet.”

			“Too busy,” he said. “It’s a pretty big commitment when you decide to do a show, no matter what the scale is, and we’ve actually got a very nice little theater here. It wouldn’t be fair to jump in and then half-ass it. They deserve better.”

			She watched him, struggling to understand. The guy she’d just watched in the video had been all lit up inside, fully inhabiting each character and clearly loving it. The one she now sat beside seemed defeated in a way that caught her off guard.

			“Gina said that nobody expected you to come back after college,” she finally said.

			That seemed to surprise him. “I thought everybody expected that. Big fish in a small pond and all that.”

			“No. She said you were so talented that a lot of people thought you’d head off to Hollywood.” His smile was genuine, and she saw a little of the light come back into his eyes. It was nice to tell him something he didn’t already know about what people said around here. To tell him something good about himself that he didn’t seem to have seen.

			“I’m not that good,” Shane said, but his cheeks flushed with pleasure. “That’s . . . that’s cool, though. I didn’t know people thought that. I didn’t think I was surprising anybody.”

			“Maybe your dislike of the Cove is coloring your perception.”

			“I don’t hate it here,” Shane said, his brow creasing. At Larkin’s skeptical look he gave her a squeeze and chuckled. “No, seriously, I don’t. I like it here, even if I complain about it. I mean, Harvest Cove is home. I just don’t always like who I am here, if that makes sense. It’s a problem, but it’s . . . different from what I used to think it was. More complicated, I guess.”

			She opened her mouth to speak, briefly reconsidered, then pushed ahead anyway. “I didn’t like who I was at home, either.”

			“No?” He rubbed a lock of her hair between his fingers, a carelessly intimate gesture that made opening up easier. They could have been the only two people on the planet tonight, for all that the world outside his house mattered right now. “So who were you back in, what was it, Purvis? I bet you were cute.”

			She gave him a look. “Sure. If you think angst and attitude are cute. I was nobody. Just a poor kid in the middle of a bunch of other poor kids. I’d hear adults say sometimes that I’d be knocked up by the time I was sixteen, looking the way I did, and they hoped I’d pick somebody with money. Because, you know, clearly a teen pregnancy to land somebody I could mooch off and maybe leave town with was high on my list of acceptable life choices. It made me so angry. I didn’t want to be what everybody expected.”

			“Looks like we both surprised people,” Shane said. “I stuck around and you took off.”

			“If I’d been from someplace like Harvest Cove, maybe I would have stuck around, too,” Larkin replied. “Trust me—my hometown . . . It’s the kind of place everyone dreams of escaping. There are just a lot of people who don’t. Or can’t. Either way, it stays populated. My mother will never leave.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, I think at some point, between the jobs and the jerks and the partying with her friends and raising my sister and me, she forgot there was a world outside of Purvis. And she quit caring. She’s not evil or anything. Just . . . selfish. Careless. I practically raised myself because she was never very interested in being a mother. Her world is very small. I took off before mine ended up that way, too, because I noticed that dreams have a way of shriveling up and dying if you wait too long.”

			His blue eyes reflected an ocean of empathy. “Do you still have family there besides her? Friends?”

			Larkin shook her head, remembering. “No. My father stays away, and my grandparents are all gone. My sister, like I told you, is my mother’s buddy. I was so determined to leave that I didn’t try very hard to make friends. And since I was kind of quiet and awkwardly tall and just plain awkward, having no friends wasn’t a struggle or anything. I didn’t trust people much. It took me until college to start loosening up a little, when I knew I was going to make it out of Purvis and not have to go back. That’s when I started making friends.” She smiled a little, remembering the fear and joy she’d felt in finally connecting to people, real people who wanted to be around her, who liked the things she liked. “I also made some, um, poor life choices, which we’ve discussed. I balanced it all out eventually, though. I knew what I wanted, what I loved. That’s what got me through. It’s what saved me, in the end.”

			“So what’s the Candy Land decorating scheme at Petite Treats and your weird thing about unicorns and Care Bears about?” he asked. “Making up for lost time and a bad childhood?”

			Larkin smiled. “Nope. Hate to tell you, but I’m actually just really, really girly. And before you start, don’t diss the unicorns. That one beside the cash register is my spirit animal.”

			That seemed to amuse him. “Your spirit animal is a fat, fuzzy unicorn?”

			“Yes. Don’t judge me.” She smiled, glad to see Shane return it. It was strange to have worried so much and then discovered that telling Shane about her past was so easy. Maybe it was because she finally understood how much they had in common, even if they’d taken different paths. They’d each come from tough situations. And they were both still dealing with them, in their own ways . . . though in that, he had it worse. At least her family issues tended to stay all the way across the country.

			Hopefully, things would stay that way. For now, she pushed the niggling worry aside.

			“I would never judge. Much. So college is where your ‘bad taste in men’ thing surfaced,” Shane said. “You know, I’m not really sure that counts as bad taste so much as just being susceptible to smooth talkers. They can be tough to resist. I know. I am one.”

			“Hmm,” Larkin said, giving him a poke. “Thanks for the reassurance.”

			“Trust me—if I weren’t serious, you would have known way before now. I wasn’t exactly known for my staying power.”

			“Which makes me glad I didn’t grow up here. I would have caught you at the wrong time.” She would have known him as just another small-town jerk, which meant she would have missed out on a lot, Larkin thought.

			“Nah. For you, I would have behaved.”

			“I seriously doubt that,” Larkin said, but she savored the sweetness of the sentiment nonetheless. Back then, she wouldn’t have been any more ready for him than he would have been for her. Some things just took time. Still, she thought her younger self would have been utterly thrilled to catch a glimpse of the man in her future. “Anyway,” she continued, “one of the things I like about you is that you’re not always well behaved.”

			“Really,” he said, his slow smile reminding her of the big bad wolf . . . a role she wouldn’t object to him playing with her once in a while. She was suddenly very aware that they were curled up together in his nice warm house. Alone.

			Well, you wanted to wait until you were sure. So . . . are you?

			There was a pleasurable burst of nerves deep in her belly. “So, Master Sullivan, what are you going to do? I’m not the one wondering what it’s like to do what I love. I already do. The question is,” she said, allowing him to tug her just a little closer, “are you planning to take Ryan up on his offer and find out for yourself?”

			“I can’t do that,” he said, eyes lowering. Whether it was out of embarrassment or just a sudden interest in her chest, she wasn’t sure. With Shane, it could go either way.

			“Why not? You get to stay here, which you said you liked, but you get to try on something new. Something you picked for yourself.”

			“I already picked something for myself.” He tugged her into his lap. Larkin allowed it, laughing softly as she situated herself and tried to swat his hands away long enough to finish the conversation.

			“Shane. You shouldn’t pass up an opportunity like this if it’s where your heart is. This stuff doesn’t come along every day. Don’t you think that some things happen for a reason?”

			“Things are definitely happening for a reason,” he replied in a low growl, touching his nose to hers, and she knew he’d decided the serious portion of their conversation was over. In fact, any conversation at all seemed to be rapidly moving off the agenda.

			She sighed, planted a firm kiss on his lips, and then looked him in the eyes. “Just promise me you’ll think about it. I want you to be happy.”

			“I’ll think about it,” he said, expression softening with . . . something . . . for a brief moment before he arched one eyebrow with a wicked little smile. “And I am happy. Can’t you tell?”

			She absolutely could, Larkin thought, her face heating. And she had a decision to make.

			Are you sure? she asked herself again.

			She leaned her head to the side and began to press light kisses against the sensitive column of Shane’s neck. It was like brushing her lips over hot silk, and Larkin could feel the muscles jump when he swallowed. Hard. She could hear his breath catch, could feel his heart beginning to pound where she’d placed her hand on his chest. That was when she knew the answer. It could never have been anything else.

			“I have to work in the morning,” she murmured against his skin.

			“Oh.” Desire and disappointment mingled in his voice. “I, ah . . . then you might want to stop doing—”

			“Could you set your alarm for four? I get up early. I’ll have Jo swing by and pick me up on her way to work.”

			There was silence as that sank in. Then she yelped as he flipped her onto her back in the blink of an eye, covering her with his body while his hands were on her, everywhere. “Thank God,” he said, raining hot kisses over her lips, her jaw, the sensitive lobes of her ears. “I was getting ready to beg.”

			She laughed, gasping when he cupped her breast and then playfully tweaked the nipple through her shirt. The reverberations from that hot little pinch arrowed right between her legs, where she was already slick and swollen with anticipation.

			He hadn’t been the only one waiting for this.

			“Begging . . . I think I like the sound of that,” Larkin teased him as he nudged her legs apart and then pressed his hips into her, letting her feel how hard he was. Her laugh turned into a soft moan as she arched to feel more of him.

			“I would beg,” he rasped. “I’m not kidding. I think about you all the time.”

			“I think . . . oh . . . I think about you, too.” His hand had moved up under her shirt, and she fumbled beneath him to try to unhook her bra. When that failed to do anything but turn her into a human pretzel, she gave up, growled, “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” and pulled off both her shirt and bra before tossing them to the floor. Shane was grinning.

			“You have a dirty mouth. Why didn’t I know that?”

			“Normally I don’t. It’s your fault.”

			“Good,” he said, and claimed her mouth in a long, thorough kiss, teasing her tongue with his until she was quivering.

			It felt so good to have his body against hers again, moving in a slow, tortuous rhythm that drove her right to the edge of her sanity. She wanted more of him, all of him. When he began to trail hot kisses down her body, Larkin sighed his name. She tangled her fingers in his hair as he began to suckle her breasts, flicking his tongue against the tight buds of her nipples, sucking in long pulls that made her gasp and twist beneath him, her body becoming deliciously sensitized to even his smallest movements.

			He rose up suddenly, and Larkin shivered at the sudden chill. The man was like a human electric blanket, and she wasn’t interested in being uncovered right now. She watched him curiously, trying to catch her breath.

			“Sit up,” he instructed her, which she managed, if barely. Shane knelt in front of her, pushing her legs apart and settling himself between them. When he reached up to unbutton her jeans, then began to slide them off, peeling them down over her hips, she realized what he was after.

			Larkin flushed. “Do you want me to—”

			“I don’t want you to do anything but enjoy this,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about doing this to you for . . . oh God, I don’t even want to admit to how long. You don’t need to know how long I’ve been having impure thoughts about you.”

			“Probably as long as I’ve been having them about you,” Larkin admitted. “If fantasy were reality, my counters in Petite Treats’ kitchen would be way past sanitizing at this point.”

			“You’re preaching to the choir. That was already on the list.”

			“There’s a list?” she asked as he pulled the jeans off her ankles and deposited them on top of her shirt. Then he spread her knees wide, dragged her forward so that her butt was on the edge of the cushion, and leaned forward to place a kiss on her lower belly.

			“There’s a list,” he agreed. “Maybe I’ll show you when I check this one off.” He lowered his head then, and Larkin forgot to breathe. Her underwear was just a thin scrap of electric blue cotton, and when he began to nuzzle her, the material only enhanced the sensation of his mouth against her swollen mound. Larkin melted into the couch as he teased her, licking at the dampened cloth, swirling around the tight nub of her sex. His fingers lightly brushed the insides of her thighs, making her shiver. Her eyes closed, her head rolled back as Shane pleasured her. His tongue, his teeth, even the heat of his breath worked in concert to leave Larkin in a state where she could do nothing but feel.

			By the time Shane pushed the cloth to the side to allow him access to the flesh beneath, Larkin was lifting her hips against his mouth, drinking air in tiny little sips while her body wound like a coil. When he slid his finger inside of her, then put his mouth against her bare skin, she bucked against him and stiffened, mouth opening on a silent cry. Her thoughts were a wild tangle of words that were all “This. Yes. Now. God. Yes.”

			Shane groaned against her when she clenched around him. “Like that, baby. Just like that.”

			He lapped at her once, twice, hard strokes of his tongue while he slid his finger in and out. Larkin felt everything go impossibly tight, squeezing even the breath from her chest. Everything narrowed to a single point of light. A heartbeat, and she burst, back arching, head whipping back as her orgasm consumed her. She faintly heard a wild cry and knew it was her own, but all she could do was hang on and ride the waves of pure pleasure he’d just given her.

			When the waves ebbed, just a little, Shane rose and stripped off his clothes. Larkin heard the rustling and opened one eye to observe the body she’d spent far too much time thinking of recently. She wasn’t sure she would ever move again, but Shane seemed to think so. The sight of him, hard and sculpted and wonderfully naked, gave her just enough strength to slide to the floor in front of him.

			“We can go upstairs,” he offered, his voice rough.

			Larkin shook her head. The rug beneath them was plush enough, and she didn’t want to try the stairs right now. Instead, she kissed the inside of his thigh, looked up at him, at the barely leashed need in his eyes, and then deliberately turned around to present her ass to him. She looked over her shoulder, just to make sure he understood.

			“Let’s stay here,” she said.

			His breath was a ragged exhalation. “I love you,” he said. And though Larkin didn’t think he even realized he’d said it—he sank to his knees behind her as though nothing had changed—she felt something important shift deep within her, a piece she hadn’t thought she would ever find clicking into place as though she’d never been missing it. Maybe for Shane it was just a thing he said, a playful jest.

			For her, it was as real as the hands on her hips, as real as the man joining with her, sinking into her with exquisite slowness on a moan that was like music.

			She loved him, too. And it was nothing like the girlish infatuation she’d been afraid she’d succumb to. It was infinitely greater, so sweet she ached with it, so endless that it filled every bit of her until she was overflowing with it.

			Love. I love. I love you.

			It filled her head, pulsing with the rhythm of Shane’s hips as he pumped into her, slowly at first, then quickening his pace. He filled her completely at the apex of each thrust, and Larkin squeezed him tight, loving the sharp hiss of his breath, the sharp, shallow pants of air that matched the tempo of her own. His fingers dug into her hips, and she bucked against him as her own pleasure snapped like sparks, then caught fire.

			Larkin looked over her shoulder to see him, body taut and straining as he thrust, and she felt herself sliding toward the edge again. He was beautiful. It was almost unthinkable that he could be hers. And yet . . .

			He caught her eye, and the look of raw need on his face nearly undid her. Her name was a broken moan on his lips, and he thrust more quickly, the rhythm wilder, skin striking skin. Larkin arched her back, tossing her head, giving herself over to everything he made her feel. She knew he was close. She wanted to join him, to fall together. As though he knew, Shane curled over her back and reached between her legs, slipping a finger between her slick folds and stroking her while his hips pumped so hard that she had to brace against each thrust.

			Her orgasm was a slow implosion of sensation, a sweet burst that only intensified as it spun out. She stiffened against Shane with a cry, and seconds later she felt him let go, climaxing with a guttural moan. For a few blissful seconds, nothing existed for Larkin but her own pleasure and Shane’s, so tangled together they might well have been one. She crumpled to the floor, utterly spent, and quickly found his reassuring heat enveloping her. Shane curled around her, making his floor as comfortable as any bed, and placed a gentle kiss in her hair.

			He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. And it wasn’t until later, when they were snuggled together like kittens beneath the blankets on his bed, that Larkin wished he would say anything at all. It was such a simple thing, too.

			I love you.

			She wished he would say it again. She wished he would mean it, and that she could hear it a hundred times a day for the rest of her life just so she could remember that he was real. That this was real. For now, she would just have to feel it for both of them and hope that the next time Shane said the words, they would mean just as much to him as they did to her.

			I love you, Shane, she thought as she drifted into deep and dreamless sleep. I love you. He was everything she’d never known she wanted. And for now, Larkin thought, she would make that be enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Shane woke around seven in the morning with vague memories of his alarm going off in the wee hours, of smacking at the alarm until it stopped making that god-awful noise, and finally, of a kiss in the dark that made him forget the alarm completely.

			It was going to be a good day.

			He sang in the shower. He danced to his car. He picked up donuts and coffee at Brewbaker’s on his way to the office. And once he’d settled in, he did the most important thing—he pulled up his application for the position at the high school. He worked on it while his father was loudly berating Barbie for deleting something important. He wasn’t quite ready to send it yet, but . . .

			Maybe Larkin was right. Maybe it wasn’t too late to try things a different way.

			Or maybe he was just experiencing extreme postsex euphoria. Either way, Shane hadn’t felt so much like he had the world by the tail in forever. He knew what the difference was. It was Larkin. Maybe she was right that the fat, furry unicorn was her spirit animal. His life definitely felt like it had been hit with a glitter bomb since she’d arrived in it.

			This time, when he closed the file on his computer, it didn’t feel like he was hiding away some dream he’d never get around to pursuing. He’d begun to feel like he had a real choice. Maybe he was a Sullivan. But Larkin made him think he might just be able to define what that was for himself.

			“You’re in a good mood,” Aimee said when he strode into Petite Treats on his lunch break. He grinned at the pretty little brunette, who watched him with good-natured amusement.

			“I’m always in a good mood.”

			“No, you’re not. But you are always hungry. What can I get you? Larkin was all inspired today, so we’ve got a couple of brand-new items. There are the gooey butter cake squares over here,” she said, pointing to a tray of obvious fat bombs in one section of the long glass case, “and she made these chocolate bacon cupcakes that . . . I don’t know, we’re going to run out pretty soon. Everyone who’s had one freaks out and buys more to take home.”

			“Actually . . .”

			“I know. You want Larkin,” Aimee said with a knowing smile. “Go on. She’s in the back, like always. Fair warning, she’s probably dancing.”

			“That’s what I like to hear,” he said, and headed into the kitchen.

			He wasn’t disappointed. Shane leaned against the wall, stopping to watch as Larkin got her groove on to some P. Funk. Her dancing, he’d noticed, was a lot better than her singing, and her taste tended toward the booty shaking. He wasn’t complaining. She danced across the kitchen, hips swinging, a large batter-coated spoon in one hand.

			Larkin sang her praises of The Funk, using the spoon as a mic and striking a pose. She moved like a snake, and if he stood here watching that sinuous wiggling for too much longer, neither of them was going to be getting any work done for the next little while. She still didn’t see him, so he danced his way over to her, making sure to shake his butt enough to get her attention. He was more than halfway to her by the time she caught sight of him, at which point she simply went still with an incredulous look on her face. He got his hands up in front of him, boogying down close to the floor on knees that let him know, thanks to a lot of high school football, that they didn’t much care for that. Shane gave up on anything that looked like twerking and executed a perfect spin on his heel instead.

			She caught him by the hips, laughing, and joined him in his impromptu dance party. Her long ponytail swung as she moved with him, shimmying right up against him and lifting her arms, letting her body do the work. He remembered dancing with her like this at Jake’s wedding and being completely in awe. That was when he’d decided nobody else would do.

			He’d never been compelled to chase anyone so long. He’d never be sorry he’d persevered, though. She was living proof that the occasional bit of hard work paid off.

			Shane took her hand, spun her, and then ignored his knees to dip her low. She squealed with delight, then smiled up at him, her arms around his neck.

			“Hey,” he said.

			“Hey yourself,” she laughed. “I’d ask what got into you, but as long as you keep dancing with me it doesn’t really matter.”

			“I’m having a good day,” he told her, then pulled her up for a long, hot kiss. Larkin looked thoroughly flustered when he pulled back, her green eyes hazy, lips pink and plump from the attention.

			“Well, then,” she said, eyes wide. “Remind me to go home with you more often.”

			“I will. How about tonight?”

			She laughed. “I could be persuaded. I need sleep, though. This morning was a little rough.”

			“I can make accommodations. I’m flexible like that.”

			“I’m well aware.” She wiggled her eyebrows, which prompted another kiss, which finally ended in Larkin extracting herself from his clutches and putting the long metal worktable in the center of the kitchen between them. “Okay, you. I’d keep you here as my pleasure slave all day if I had my way, but you have to work and so do I. You’re going to have to scoot your very nice butt out of here for a few hours. Want some cupcakes?”

			“I can’t believe that’s actually a question.”

			“Good point. Here,” she said, producing a box from the far corner of the kitchen. “I put this together. You know. In case you stopped by.”

			That she’d been thinking of him too warmed him up from head to toe, making the thought of going back out into the cold much less daunting. She allowed him to steal one last kiss before he left, which was about the time Aimee poked her head into the room.

			“Hey, Larkin, I—oh, oops!”

			They turned to look at her, and Larkin gave him a look that was some combination of amused and exasperated before disentangling herself again. “It’s fine, Aimee. Somebody’s a little friskier than usual today.”

			“Feels pretty normal to me.”

			Larkin made a strangled sound before turning back to her protégée, who looked decidedly entertained. “What’s up?”

			“Oh, um, you have a phone call.”

			“Yeah? What is it, large order?”

			“No.” Aimee frowned. “I’m not really sure. She just said it was important. Some kind of family thing, I think, but it was hard to hear her.”

			He saw the shadow that crossed Larkin’s face then, the same shadow he’d seen the day she’d refused to pick up her cell phone. His good mood faded, replaced by frustration. This was a part of her life she’d only just started letting him into, and he still didn’t have a handle on the relationships between her and the rest of her family, apart from the fact that they seemed basically nonexistent.

			“I’ll take it,” Larkin said. “Back here, though.” She indicated the phone by the door.

			“Got it,” Aimee said. She seemed to want to say something else, but after a moment’s hesitation, she forced a bright smile and vanished.

			“You want me to stick around?” Shane asked.

			“No! No, it’s fine. You go on. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

			“It doesn’t look like nothing,” he said. “If you need—”

			“I don’t,” she said firmly, cutting him off. As though she’d realized how harsh that sounded, her tone was considerably softer when she spoke again. “It really is fine, Shane. They’re all the way out in California. They just find me once in a while. I’m used to it. I can handle it.”

			The look on her face didn’t give him much of a choice, but Shane didn’t like leaving her there. “Let me know when you’re done here and we can meet up, okay? We’ll get cheesy fries.”

			“Sounds perfect,” she said, and sent him off with a kiss and something close to a push. Feeling oddly deflated, he headed back to work, to wait . . . and to worry that the rug he’d finally stopped waiting to have pulled out from under him had just started to slip beneath his feet.

			•   •   •

			Larkin drove home like a bat out of hell, as angry as she’d been in years.

			It wasn’t just as bad as she’d feared—it was worse. Everything she’d worked for, everything she’d done for herself, was in danger of going directly down the toilet . . . and all because she’d had the misfortune to be born to Journey O’Neill.

			She pulled into the driveway and saw the fresh tracks from the taxi. Her stomach did a slow roll, and she wished, just for a moment, that she’d let Shane stay. But no. This was her problem, and leaning on him was a bad habit to get into. They were sleeping together, not married, and her feelings for him were still, as far as she knew, hers alone.

			Besides, he had his own crazy family. He had enough to deal with.

			All fine excuses, to be sure. But the heart of the matter, Larkin knew as she trudged to her door, was that she was embarrassed. Embarrassed at her inability to shake where she’d come from. The people she’d come from. And at this rate, she never would.

			Who in their right mind would want to deal with the O’Neills? She certainly didn’t.

			She opened the front door—why hadn’t she found a better hiding spot for the key?—and stepped inside. There, spread out on her couch in a scatter of suitcases, was the only family she had.

			“Hey. Guess you already made yourselves at home,” Larkin said flatly. Two pairs of eyes turned toward her, one hazel, one brown.

			“Well, there you are,” her mother said in her whiskey voice, scratchier than she remembered. It was probably a few added years of cigarettes, Larkin guessed. Or just time. The years hadn’t been kind, though Journey had been beautiful once.

			“Yep, here I am. You haven’t been smoking in here, have you, Mom?”

			“Honey, you know I don’t smoke inside.” The hazel eyes narrowed. “Nice to see you, too. I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything different. I told Amber you wouldn’t be happy, but it’s not like we had so many other options.”

			A painfully thin woman with hair dyed fire engine red waved from the couch. “Hey, sis. Thanks for returning all my phone calls.”

			Larkin stared at them, living reminders of everything she’d run from, and felt like she was shrinking. She’d done a lot of work on herself since she’d left home. She’d experienced things that these two never would, done more with her life than they would ever understand. But still, in their presence, she drifted backward, into the defiant, angry, frightened teenager she’d been a long time ago.

			This was why she’d run. Her family was quicksand, and even now she could feel herself sinking.

			Larkin straightened her shoulders and tried to remember what Emma had said. You know just who you are. She wasn’t the girl her mother remembered.

			“I didn’t return your calls for the same reason I didn’t listen to your voice mails,” Larkin said, looking at her sister. “We don’t have a relationship. Didn’t you tell me that when I invited you to my college graduation?”

			“Probably. Doesn’t make it true. Any blood test would prove that wrong,” Amber said. “Trust me—this isn’t ideal for us, either. We just didn’t have a choice.”

			Her sister’s face, sharply pretty, so full of potential, haunted her. She would have helped get her out, too, if there had been a way. And if there had been any interest.

			“There’s always a choice,” Larkin replied.

			“Well, homelessness was the other one,” Journey said, stretching out her long legs. “That bastard Jojo cleaned out the bank account, and Amber got let go from Petie’s. There was no rent money, and the landlord is an asshole.” She was still bottle blond, her once-beautiful face overly tanned, the skin weathered. She was still attractive, in a way, but only a shadow of what she’d been, and it was clear she’d lived hard. Amber was headed the same way, though it would take years to catch up to her mother.

			Two peas in a pod. Just like always. And I’m the odd one out. It was strange to think that there’d ever been a time she hadn’t been grateful for that.

			“What about Uncle Z?” Larkin asked, lifting a hand to rub at her temple. “Couldn’t he help you out?” For as long as she could remember, the owner of the Bike Shack, where her mother had worked off and on for years, had been “Uncle” Z. He’d helped them out on occasion when things were tight, a big scary-looking biker who was one of the only people Larkin had been a little sad to leave behind. She’d tried to call once in a while after she’d left town, just to check in, but he wasn’t much on the phone. Always busy, but always affectionate. She felt an odd pang of nostalgia, thinking of him. Journey was looking at her strangely. “Honey, Z died a couple of years ago. Massive heart attack. You know what a big guy he was. It wasn’t, like, a surprise. Pedro’s got the place now, and he’s not half as nice, let me just tell you. Guy can’t even spare ten bucks on a good day. Why would he help me?”

			The news knocked the wind out of her, though it didn’t seem to bother her mother any. Not that it would. People were opportunities to her. When one vanished, she’d simply find another. Right now, it looked like Larkin had been passed the torch.

			Thanks a lot, Uncle Z. This is way worse than haunting me. I might even deserve it a little, I guess. You dealt with them for longer than I did.

			“Look, we don’t want to be in your hair any more than you want us in it,” Amber said, and Larkin finally caught a glimpse of the fear behind the bluster. “We didn’t have anyplace else to go.”

			“But . . . your dad?” Larkin asked, feeling the old hopelessness well up and threaten to consume her. This wasn’t supposed to be her problem. Because this problem wasn’t solvable.

			Amber shook her head. “He and his girlfriend moved to Lemoore. She’s a crazy bitch. No, thank you.”

			“But how did you even find me?” That was the big question. She hadn’t exactly hidden, but she hadn’t kept in touch. She couldn’t be the only Larkin O’Neill in the United States, though, granted, there probably weren’t many. Besides that, her cell number wasn’t listed, just in case. Lot of good that had done.

			“One of those paid services online. Didn’t take long,” Amber said with a shrug.

			Larkin felt her blood beginning to boil all over again. “You couldn’t afford rent, but you paid a service to find me. And I’m assuming you paid for airfare. And a taxi.”

			“Selling the car covered it,” Journey said. “It was either use the cash for one more month in Purvis and then deal with the same situation, or get ourselves out here. We just need to get our feet back under us, Larkin. It won’t be forever.”

			Her mouth opened then closed. She felt as though she’d awoken in the middle of her worst nightmare.

			“Saw you have a business,” Journey said, and Larkin knew the calculating look in those eyes so well. Her blood went cold. “You always did like to bake. Maybe Amber and I could help you there. Just for a while. Cute little town, by the way. Too cold, but cute. Thought you’d have a nicer place than this by now. Couldn’t find a man to keep you? You used to be able to. I was you, I’d get my hooks in one with money and just put my feet up.”

			“I don’t . . . I did this on my own,” she protested. But there was no fire in her voice. It sounded horrifically like a whine to her ears, in fact. All she wanted to do was run back through the door and take off down the street.

			“Why would you?” Amber asked, and there was the same old ugly jealousy that had prevented them from ever being close. “You never did want to use what you had. I would. There’s no shame in it.”

			“Honey, you don’t look like Larkin.” Journey regarded Larkin with shrewd eyes, ignoring the way Amber’s brows drew together. “We’ll be gone before you know it. We just need to find jobs somewhere, get set up. There’s nothing back in Purvis. You know that. Maybe we should have blown town way back when you did. Guess you saw something we didn’t.”

			She’d seen plenty of things they didn’t. Some of which they might have noticed had they bothered taking a hard look in the mirror occasionally. But it hardly mattered now. They knew she wouldn’t just toss them into the street, despite everything. And she knew it, too. Which was why she felt like locking herself in the bathroom and crying.

			She looked around at their clutter and sighed, bracing herself as well as she could for whatever came next. And she thought wistfully of her dance in the kitchen with Shane earlier. Might be a while before she felt like dancing again. And as for what he’d think of all this . . . right now, she didn’t even want to know.

			This wasn’t the Larkin she wanted him to see.

			“You’ll have to share the spare bedroom,” she said. “It’s all I have. And there are going to be rules while you’re here.”

			“Of course there will, honey,” Journey said, long legs propelling her off the couch to envelop Larkin in an embrace that smelled of smoke, Obsession perfume, and an ocean of memories that threatened to drown her. “I know we had our problems, but this’ll be good for all of us. You’ll see. It’ll be just like old times: me and my girls, back together again.”

			Larkin rested her head on her mother’s shoulder, flooded with the same terrible mixture of love and anguish that Journey always provoked in her. She closed her eyes and wished those old times far, far away. Anywhere but there.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			He knew something was wrong when she begged off on cheese fries.

			Fortunately, he had no problem butting in where he wasn’t wanted. Especially when he was worried.

			Shane arrived at Larkin’s door around seven, when he knew she’d be home. It surprised him to see the lights on and her van gone, but he still thought knocking on the door was worth a shot. He grabbed the container of cheese fries he’d picked up on the way over and got out, keeping an eye out for anything that seemed strange. Her text had been short, if apologetic, and his answering call to her had gone to voice mail. He wanted to think that if anything had been catastrophically wrong she would have done more than text, but still, he worried. The only thing he was sure of was that this was about her family. She might want to keep those problems buried, but it was time they started dealing with things together, as a couple. He’d be damned if he stayed away just because she was having trouble with . . . well, something.

			That was what he was here to find out.

			He knocked, and an unfamiliar voice sang, “Coming!” Music played in the background, some top-forty pop he hadn’t realized Larkin liked. Then the door opened, and he was confronted with someone he’d never seen before.

			“Well hel-lo,” she said with a saucy smile, looking him up and down without a hint of embarrassment. “Who are you?”

			She was bone skinny, wearing a Ramones muscle shirt and tight jeans. Her bright red hair was cut in a shaggy bob that framed her face, and her brown eyes were outlined in black. She was attractive, if too thin, and despite the complete difference in style, he knew right away that this was Larkin’s sister. There was something about her eyes that was very similar, and the set of her mouth. But Larkin had never checked him out quite so brazenly, no matter how much he might have wanted her to.

			“I’m Shane,” he said. “Is Larkin around?”

			“She went out for groceries. Should be back soon. You want to come in?” she asked. “We’re just hanging out. I made cookies.” She smiled. His next breath brought him the faint scent of chocolate and burning.

			“Uh. Sure,” he said. He stepped inside to find things turned fairly well upside down. Clothes were strewn all over the living room. The TV was turned to some reality show with the volume down, and there was a pile of . . . well, he didn’t even know what that was in the corner. The music was coming from the kitchen, also the source of the charred cookie smell. That was definitely a scent he’d never expected to smell in this house. Well, not unless he tried to bake here.

			“Mom,” the woman called back into the kitchen. “Larkin was full of it.” She glanced at him. “You’ve gotta meet Shane.”

			Husky laughter. “Well, bring him out!”

			He followed the redhead into the kitchen, where another woman relaxed at the table munching on a cookie and drinking out of a martini glass. He caught the faint scent of cigarette smoke.

			“Hey, there,” the woman said, her hazel eyes lighting up. “Well, look at you.” She grinned at Larkin’s sister. “What do you think? Doctor? Lawyer?” She turned her attention back to him. “Well? Are you going to enlighten us?”

			Shane looked back and forth between them, the punk chick and the aging barfly, and understood why Larkin was somewhere that wasn’t in this house. He just wished she’d come to him.

			“I’m a lawyer. Who are you people?”

			“Ooh, ‘you people,’” the older woman said and then rolled her eyes. “Lawyer. Figures. She’s like a damn beacon for money. We’re Larkin’s family, honey. That’s her sister Amber, and I’m her mother. Journey.”

			“Okay,” he said. The bag of fries hung limply at his side. He wasn’t even sure there was anywhere in the kitchen to put it, considering what a state it was in. The cupboards were open, they’d made some kind of mess while making martinis, and several bowls were on the counter, presumably containing whatever was left of the cookie dough that had produced the several sheets of overdone cookies on the stovetop. “Are you two . . . visiting?”

			“Visiting. Yeah,” Amber said, walking lightly to the table and sitting down. She lifted the martini glass that had been waiting for her and took a sip. “Mom and I decided to relocate, so Larkin is putting us up until we figure things out.”

			“Okay,” he said again.

			“You are a good-looking one,” Journey said, assessing him frankly in much the same way Amber had. “She always did have taste, even if she couldn’t hang on to anybody for that long. Flighty. Maybe that’s gotten better. I wouldn’t know. She was an unhappy kid.”

			He felt like he’d stepped into some alternate universe that only vaguely resembled Larkin’s house. This is her mom. Be nice. Even if she isn’t.

			It took every ounce of self-control he had to slap a smile on his face. “So,” he said. “When did you two get in?”

			“We flew into Boston around lunchtime. How do you people stand these winters? It’s so cold! I don’t even have clothes for this,” Amber said, wrinkling her nose. She looked away and muttered, “I miss home,” in a voice so soft that Journey didn’t seem to hear it. Larkin’s sister had to be within a couple of years of her, age-wise, but in that moment she looked much younger.

			“The winters are cold here, but today was actually pretty nice,” Shane said, trying to make conversation. “The weather’s starting to shift a little. You can feel it. Still time for another snowstorm, though.”

			“Ugh,” Amber and Journey said in unison, both looking at him as though even mentioning the possibility made further snow his fault.

			“What’d you bring?” Amber asked, indicating the bag. “Food?”

			“I just . . . brought Larkin something.” The cheese fries were his thing with Larkin, and he wasn’t feeling inclined to share. “Hey, you know, if you two are looking for a place, I know a guy who has some rentals in Salem. Maybe I should call—”

			“Nope,” Journey said, cutting him off. “Not even there yet. We need to find jobs way before we tackle that one. If you’ve got a line on any of those, I’m all ears. Better yet, if you can talk my daughter into finding a spot for her sister in that fancy little bakery she runs, do that. She’s doing her usual. My baking is just for me.” She made her voice higher to do an impression of Larkin that sounded nothing like her. Journey rolled her eyes. “She hasn’t changed much. She always thought she was too good for Purvis because she could operate an oven.”

			“She is special,” Shane said, his intention to be nice fading rapidly. He didn’t like these people. Somehow, Larkin had come from them, and he had no idea how.

			“Of course she is,” Journey replied, and the smile that played around the corners of her very red lips was more than a little patronizing. “You aren’t the first one to think so, and you won’t be the last. Oh, there she is!”

			Larkin walked into the kitchen, her arms full of groceries. Her eyes moved around her dirty kitchen, and Shane wanted nothing so much as to hug her. She looked shell-shocked. Her ponytail was coming out, and her coat hung open to reveal a simple tie-dyed shirt with loose, ragged jeans that hung perfectly on her hips. The vague resemblance between her and the women in her kitchen was still there, but in the flesh, Shane found it less visible.

			She had nothing in common with these people, but they were her family. He’d always worried about turning into his father. Larkin was clearly in no danger of becoming her mother, but seeing this made him wonder if some part of her hadn’t feared the same thing.

			“Your boyfriend came over,” Amber said, lifting her martini glass. “We’ve been entertaining him.”

			“We made drinks, honey!” Journey said. “Put down the bags and take a load off. You can put that away later.”

			“No,” Larkin said quietly. “No I can’t.” She looked around again, scented the air. “Mom. If you smoke in here, I’m throwing out your cigarettes. We talked about this. It’s my house; these are my rules.”

			“I smoked out back,” Journey insisted. “Not my fault if the smell comes in. I don’t even think the air moves here. It’s as bad as the damn desert, but colder.”

			“I need you two to clean up the kitchen,” Larkin said.

			“We will,” Amber said. “We made cookies for you!”

			“Great. I need you two to clean up the kitchen.”

			“We will,” Amber repeated. “Just sit down. Your boyfriend is here.”

			“I can see that.” Larkin’s eyes passed over him so quickly he might as well have been a ghost. “Shell-shocked” didn’t even begin to cover it, he realized. That was when her voice rose. “Now you two listen to me. This is a small house. It’s my house. And if you’re going to stay in it, the house needs to continue to look just the way it did before you came. So before you help me put these groceries away, I need you. To pick up. The kitchen!”

			There was a moment of stunned silence. Then Amber got to her feet, shoving the chair back so hard it toppled over. Her eyes were full of tears. “Why do you always have to be such a bitch? I knew you’d be like this! We were trying to be nice! Well, you know what? Pick up your own damn kitchen, you fucking snob!”

			She ran from the room, and an instant later there was the sound of a door slamming. Larkin closed her eyes, remaining perfectly still in the middle of the room.

			Journey rose with a disgusted sigh. “It would be nice if you could have waited one day to get your sister going. I’m going for a smoke.” She stalked out the back door into the yard, letting the door swing shut behind her. Larkin looked around again, the only sound that of Amber’s lusty sobs coming from the direction of the bedrooms.

			Shane approached her slowly. When he put a hand on her shoulder, she flinched, then looked up at him with eyes that were red from exhaustion. He felt plenty of guilt about that. He was the reason she hadn’t slept much last night. But he couldn’t have anticipated this . . . and neither, it seemed, had she.

			“What do you need me to do?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

			“They asked you what you do for a living, right?” she asked. “They always do that.”

			“Yeah. Larkin, seriously, what do you need me to do? You should have called me. This is a mess.”

			“I know it’s a mess. It’s my mess. You don’t need to worry about it.”

			“Larkin, I’m going to worry about it.”

			“They’re just . . .” She trailed off, set the bags on the floor, and then straightened to rub a hand over her face. “They lost the house. They have no money. What am I supposed to do?”

			“There are shelters.”

			She glared up at him. “I can’t stick my mother in a shelter.”

			Shane looked toward the back door. “I really don’t know about that.”

			She closed her eyes. “No, you wouldn’t. Look, Shane . . .”

			The words stung. “Wait a second, what’s that supposed to mean?” he asked. “I don’t think this is good for you, Larkin. Your house is trashed, and they’re—”

			“Yeah, I know exactly what they are,” Larkin interjected. “So just be thankful you’ll never have to pick between letting your parents be homeless or move in with you. Okay?”

			There was an edge to her voice he recognized from the last time they’d fought. He didn’t want that tonight, and he didn’t think she needed it. At least, she didn’t need a fight with him to further wreck what had obviously been a historically bad afternoon and evening. She was just angry. He recognized it better this time, and he didn’t blame her.

			“Don’t take this out on me,” he said, keeping his voice even. “I’m not the enemy here. Let me know what I can do to help.”

			“Nothing,” she said hollowly. “It’s always been like this.”

			“It doesn’t have to be,” he said. Her eyebrows lifted.

			“Really? Didn’t we have this conversation in reverse before? You didn’t want to talk about it.”

			“I listened. I . . .” Not like you have any proof of that right now, Shane. Better not go there. “I listened,” he said again.

			“Well, great,” she said. “But that doesn’t change anything.”

			She looked so defeated. He hadn’t thought it was possible for sunny, independent Larkin to be defeated by anything. Then again, he’d never seen anything quite like her family before. The change in her had been so rapid it frightened him.

			“Let me help you get them out, at least.” Shane tried again. “I know some people. We can find them a place that isn’t here.”

			“With what money?” she asked, and when she saw the answer on his face, her expression darkened. “No.”

			“I have investments. I’m not poor, Larkin. You know that.”

			“I’m not poor, either, and I can handle this. I don’t want your money. You know that. This is just what they’re hoping for. That I’ll have some sugar daddy who can pay them to go away.” He’d never thought of himself that way before, and had to catch himself before he laughed. She caught the smirk, though, and wasn’t amused.

			“It’s not funny.”

			“No. Well, a little. I’m not old enough to be your sugar daddy,” he said. “They did seem pretty interested in my being a lawyer.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Of course they were. It’s important for them to know my income, you know. And what other sources I might have if for some strange reason I start to run out of money. This is the kind of stuff that was always way more important than, say, taking care of the children, or giving a damn about what they wanted to be when they grew up. With my mother it’s always been What can I get? She’s trained my sister pretty well, too.”

			He wanted to soothe her, and he had no idea how. “When they leave—,” he started, but she cut him off.

			“They’re not leaving. Where are they going to go? Nowhere. I told you before, I didn’t come from much, and my house looks like a palace compared to what I grew up in.” She looked around sadly. “At least . . . it did.”

			Right that second, he hated them for throwing her into such a tailspin. He’d never seen her like this. She looked haunted. And she was, he supposed. Just by living people instead of the dead.

			“You don’t need to let that happen,” Shane insisted. “You’re your own person now, Larkin. Don’t let them barge in here and take that away from you.” It was part pep talk, part plea, and he wasn’t sure whether any of it was getting through. She looked so tired.

			“It’s not a matter of letting them. I’m not sure if I can . . . I just . . . I have to figure this out on my own. I haven’t had to deal with them for a few years, but they’re always going to be my problem. It’s on me to solve it.”

			She was as stubborn as he was when she wanted to be. Shane exhaled loudly. “It’s okay to lean on people.”

			“I know.”

			“Some of us want to be leaned on. You have people in your life who want to help you when things get hard, Larkin.”

			She blew out a breath. “Yeah.” It was neither an answer nor acceptance, but it seemed like the best he was going to get tonight.

			“I brought you fries,” he said, lifting the bag. “You want to have a few with me before I take off?” He could see the longing on her face then, and he knew it wasn’t about the fries so much as it was about the evening they were supposed to have had. “You can come stay with me,” he said, his voice dropping. “You don’t have to stay here.”

			“No, but thank you. This is my house. I need to stay here.” Her smile was bleak. “Besides, I don’t know what I’d come back to if I left it.” She looked at the fries wistfully. “Thanks for those. I’m starving. You can take them if you’re hungry, though.”

			“Nope. Got them for you.” He handed her the bag, fingers deliberately brushing hers. She lingered, just for a moment, and then took it from him.

			“Thanks,” she said again.

			He wanted to wrap his arms around her and take her out of this house. Permanently. But since that would likely earn him nothing but a kick in the nuts and a ride in Seth’s squad car, Shane simply moved in close and pressed a kiss to her forehead, running a hand gently over her hair, then her shoulder. She leaned into his touch with a soft sigh, and he could feel the tension and exhaustion coming off her in waves. He had never felt this before, the overwhelming urge to fix everything that was wrong for another person, no matter what it took. Now that he did, he had no idea how to act on it in a way that would actually help.

			Right this second, he didn’t think he could. He needed time to figure out the best way to do this. Trouble was, he hated leaving her as much as he hated what was happening here.

			“I’m here if you need me,” he said. “Call me tomorrow, okay?”

			She nodded just as Journey came back inside. Larkin’s mother looked between the two of them, then said, “I’m going to watch my shows. I’ll pick up some of this in a little bit, honey. I’m tired. Those flights were the pits. Nice meeting you, ah . . .”

			“Shane.”

			“That’s right. Nice name,” she said, then winked at her daughter and strolled past into the family room. He watched Larkin look around at the mess again, and all he felt was helpless anger.

			“I’ll stay and help clean,” he said.

			“No,” she said quickly, her voice a tight snap. Then, with a shake of her head as though she was irritated with herself, she repeated, “No. I just need a little time on my own. It’ll be quiet out here when I turn off the radio.”

			“You need help,” he said.

			“No. I need . . . I don’t know what I need. Something. Please just let me be, Shane. It’s not you. I just need a little space tonight. Okay? I’ll figure this out. Then we’ll talk.”

			Leaving her there, in the middle of that maelstrom, was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do. But he couldn’t force her to want his help, or his company, no matter how much he wanted to give both. So Shane walked away, hoping that the morning would bring them both a little sunshine. He had a feeling they were going to need it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			It was snowing like hell.

			Larkin stared out the kitchen window as the snow fell in a thick white curtain, piling onto the already substantial piles of snow in the yard. She didn’t think much of it, other than a faint sense of ugh. Her mother and sister had been in her house for two weeks. It felt like a month. Or a year. She didn’t really have the bandwidth to figure out which.

			“Larkin, have you seen my good bra?” Amber wandered through the kitchen, grabbed a cup of coffee, and wandered back out again without bothering to wait for an answer. She cared about the bra about as much as she cared about finding a job, Larkin thought. Why bother? They’d pinned her down perfectly. She had no idea how to get them out. They had no intention of leaving. And this time, she didn’t want to be the one doing the running away. Where would she even run to? This was her place, damn it.

			So here they sat, snowed in together on a Thursday afternoon.

			She’d closed up early once it became clear that the storm was headed in. She’d briefly considered bringing a blanket and pillow to work and setting up camp in the kitchen, but people would know. Aimee and Jo had already been talking about her, she knew. She was an expert on worried whispers at this point in her life.

			Was it the bloodshot eyes? The fact that she’d forgotten to change her shirt twice this week? Or maybe it was just the moments when she’d find a spot to focus on somewhere on the wall and then start to fall asleep. She knew she looked terrible. Her friends were just nice enough not to say so.

			And then there was Shane. She knew he wanted to help, but . . .

			Larkin frowned and shuffled to the coffee maker in her fuzzy socks, pushing her thoughts away. She couldn’t deal with that right now. The kitchen was messy. Not as apocalyptically messy as it had been that first night, but she always had a lot of work to do on it when she got home. Sadly, she’d grown to love it. It was the only time her family left her alone.

			The knock on the front door startled her out of her stupor. She waited, with morbid curiosity, to see if anyone else would answer it. There were a few seconds of no sound but the television, constantly on these days. Then another series of knocks.

			“Are you gonna get that?” her mother hollered. Larkin sighed irritably and headed for the door. She knew she needed an actual plan to remove her family. She just wished she could concentrate for long enough to come up with one. Even after all these years, it had taken no time at all to slip back into survival mode. All she seemed to be able to manage was one day at a time.

			Larkin opened the door to find the man she’d been ducking for days now, looking like the handsomest thing she’d ever seen, just the way he always did. She knew how rough her appearance must be, and had to fight the urge to slam the door and go hide in her room. He didn’t need to see her this way. Maybe, when she could get back to being the woman he was interested in instead of the much younger version of herself she seemed to have backslid into, they could pick things back up where they’d left off.

			As it was, she had no idea what to do. All the emotion she’d bottled up for days welled in her chest, threatening to replace her speech with sobbing. All she wanted was for things to go back to normal.

			I can handle this. I can handle this, damn it. I did it before. She repeated it to herself so often. . . . Why did it still feel like a lie?

			Larkin blew a lock of hair out of her eye and tried to look casual. Never mind that the house behind her looked like a hurricane had hit it. Everything’s good, everything’s fine, yes, of course I have laundry all over my couch all the time, it’s a thing.

			“Hi,” she said.

			“Hey,” he said. Bright white flakes were sticking in his red hair, and on the black wool sleeves of his jacket. His hands were stuffed in his pockets—no flowers for her today. She had a sudden, awful premonition that he’d come to “discuss the relationship,” which was never a good sign. Her fingers itched to trace the sharp outline of his jaw, to slide over his big shoulders and just bury her face in his chest until everything stopped being awful.

			Instead, she hung back. After two weeks where she hadn’t been able to bring herself to reach out, God knew what he thought. But she’d be damned if she’d let him or anyone see her crack under the strain. She would deal with this. Somehow. There was no reason to drag him into what no doubt looked like his family’s worst nightmare for him. Not that she should care; not that it should matter. But if she was being honest, Larkin knew that the biggest problem was her. She didn’t want him exposed to all this. She wanted to have put all this behind her. Her family seemed to ruin everything it touched.

			She wouldn’t let it touch him.

			“I’m stealing you,” he said.

			Larkin’s brows shot up. “Um, what?” She looked past him, at all the snow falling. “Where were you planning to take me? The nearest snowbank? This isn’t a great day. . . .”

			“It’s as good as it’s getting,” he said. “I have plans. Come on. You wouldn’t want to ruin all my hard work, would you?” His mouth quirked up into the smile she found impossible to resist, though it held a hint of something more somber. He was worried about her. That made two of them. Still, this didn’t feel right, running away from home.

			“But I look awful. I’d need to change.” She wanted to go. She wanted to go so badly. The danger was that she wouldn’t be able to force herself to come back. She was out of practice with running, but the instinct had still been there, buried.

			“I’ll wait,” he said, and then stepped past her as though she’d invited him. “Hi, Mrs. O’Neill. How are you?”

			Larkin lingered in the doorway for a few stunned seconds, then turned to shut the door. Part of her railed at the high-handedness. On the other hand, his refusal to leave without her was a perfect excuse to go. Which he knew, of course. She also couldn’t ignore that he was giving her an escape route because he cared.

			Shane didn’t even look at her while he chatted with her mother, who was eating up the attention. Larkin pursed her lips and headed for the bedroom, where she threw on some clean clothes—her favorite boyfriend jeans, a loose Bohemian-style top—and redid her bun so that it was less like a bird’s nest. She leaned forward to examine her face in the mirror and decided there wasn’t much she could do about the bags under her eyes. A little lip gloss would have to suffice for some color, because, man, was she pale. She finished it off with a big pair of gold earrings and decided that she was about as good as she was going to get.

			“Okay,” she said, reappearing in the family room to watch her mother twirl a lock of hair around her finger and laugh just a little too hard at whatever Shane was telling her. He looked up and brightened considerably. The way he looked at her . . . No one had ever made her feel as cherished as he did. It could make her do all manner of stupid things if she wasn’t careful.

			It wasn’t until she was buckled into his nice warm car that she bothered to ask where they were going. It didn’t really matter. As soon as she’d stepped out the door, it was like a weight had lifted from her shoulders.

			Maybe he knew that, too.

			“You’ll see,” he said. She didn’t bother to try to get the information out of him. Harvest Cove was small. She’d find out soon enough. They could stay in the quiet, warm car and she’d be perfectly happy. Larkin stared out the window, watching the flakes drift by. She liked snow. She was about ready for it to end, and for the leaves and flowers to emerge, but winter always had its last hurrah. And right now, it was very pretty. Very cold . . . and quiet . . .

			“Larkin?” She jerked awake. For a moment she had no idea where she was, but it came back quickly enough when she saw Shane leaning across the seat to wake her. Great. I passed out in his car. She blinked the sleep from her eyes and then covered her mouth for a yawn.

			“Sorry,” she said. “Guess I’m a little tired.”

			“I can see that,” he said. She didn’t know what to do with the concern in his voice or the rigid set of his jaw, so she ignored both as best she could. When she turned her head, she realized they hadn’t gone far at all.

			“Your house,” she said. “A classic choice for a crappy day. Did you get pizza and a movie?” The thought of it produced an ache deep in her chest. It was so normal, and very sweet, and she would probably fall asleep on his couch. As sexy as the man was, the chances of her libido waking up enough to act on it today were roughly nil.

			“I did better than that.”

			He got out, then came around to open her door for her. She let him—her reflexes weren’t as quick as usual, so she let herself appreciate the little bit of chivalry. They walked inside together, where Larkin immediately knew something was up. The air smelled like heaven, the place was even cleaner than usual, and Shane had decided to help her out of her coat. Like they were at a fancy restaurant instead of his house.

			She suddenly felt underdressed. Her nerves sparked to life, waking her up . . . but not in the way she might have wished.

			“Shane?” she asked.

			“Hang on,” he said. “Just . . . stay there.” He left his coat on and hurried off into the dining room, returning just a couple of minutes later minus the coat. “Okay. Now you can come in.”

			“Surprise!”

			Larkin couldn’t find words. They’d fled the instant she saw all of her friends gathered in Shane’s dining room, their smiling faces lighting up the room just as much as the disco ball Shane had hung from the chandelier. The table was covered with food from Merry Meet, the source of the heavenly smells.

			“Oh. You guys.” She was torn between laughter and sobbing, but she managed to keep the sound that escaped her more like the former. She looked at Shane, who was hanging back looking pleased with himself. She had to admit, he had every right to be. “You threw me a party?”

			“I’m throwing you a party. Present tense. The night is young, and you needed to get out for a while.”

			She thought again of all the unfinished business at home, all the business that might conceivably never be finished, and tried to make herself care. “But—”

			“No buts,” Emma piped up. “Shane rented a karaoke machine. You haven’t been to karaoke night in like two weeks, and if you think we’re letting you leave before we do our traditional duet, you’re nuts.”

			Larkin looked at her friend, with whom she’d done more questionably pitched renditions of old pop songs than she could count, and wanted to hug her. So she did, walking into the middle of the crowd of people she cared about and enveloping Emma in a bear hug. Emma’s muffled laugh came from somewhere in the vicinity of her chest.

			“No Bob Marley!”

			“Not today. I’ll save it for when you’re least expecting it,” Larkin told her. Then she leaned down to speak directly into her friend’s ear, breathing in the comforting fragrance that was Emma’s alone. “Thanks. I think I needed this.”

			“Thank the guy who wouldn’t let me decorate and hung up that disco ball,” Emma replied, her eyes warm when she pulled back. “And yes, you totally need this. Now eat something. You need fuel to sing, and I can’t have a partner who falls asleep in the middle of a song.”

			“You got it.”

			Larkin drifted through her people as music began to play somewhere—the P. Funk song she’d been dancing to in Petite Treats when Shane had come to see her at work, right before everything had gone sideways—and let herself take in the smiles and faces and chatter of her friends in the Cove. She didn’t have the energy to do much else, and it was strange not to be the one bouncing through the crowd and teasing people into laughter. It was different tonight . . . but somehow, it was exactly what she needed.

			And Shane had known that before she did.

			Then he appeared in front of her with a plate that was loaded with food. “Eat.”

			She blinked for a moment before eyeing the heaping mounds of marinated chicken skewers and barbecued meatballs and ham rolls and Merry Meet’s amazing mac and cheese. Her mouth watered. “I am kind of hungry,” she admitted.

			“Then you’d better get started before Gina comes over here and starts trying to feed you herself,” Shane said.

			Larkin turned her head to see Gina watching her like a hawk, though when their eyes met, she got a grin while the older woman pointed at the food and mouthed, You need to eat!

			“Well, I hate to disappoint anybody,” Larkin said, accepting the plate and digging in. It tasted just as amazing as it smelled, and she began to relax into the evening as chatter filled the room while people sat or wandered with plates in their hands, moving between the dining room and the kitchen and family room. Shane was a strong, unusually quiet presence at her side, and Larkin found herself leaning into him more than once while he talked with their friends, one of his hands occasionally touching her back, her waist. She knew she should move away, try to be as social as she always was, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was holding her up.

			When people began to move into the family room, Larkin looked up at him. “Karaoke time?” she asked.

			“You don’t have to,” he said. “But yeah. It just . . . seemed like the thing to do. You do talk about it a lot.”

			“Because I love it,” Larkin said, and felt all the added weight of the emotions she couldn’t yet express to him. I love lots of things, but you most of all. Do you have any idea? It was the wrong time. For her, it always seemed to be the wrong time. And this time, more than any other, it felt horribly unfair.

			“I’m glad you love it,” Shane said. “That’s what it’s all about.”

			He led her into the family room, where the beer and wine had begun to flow freely and Annalise, Brynn, and Emma were huddled together over the karaoke machine, looking through song choices. Seth lounged in a chair, talking to Zoe and Jason, who were cozied up together on one end of the couch. Jake seemed to be trying to demonstrate his singing skills to his wife, who had a pained expression on her face, and Aaron, who was dancing along to the music with a level of skill that didn’t surprise Larkin at all. Fitz and Ryan were engaged in some kind of debate with Gina, who was talking with her hands the way she always did, and Jo and Aimee were laughing together over extra helpings of dessert.

			Larkin looked around at them all—the friends that Shane had rallied together for her—and found herself sniffling back tears. The last thing she wanted to do was cry at her own party, so she bit the inside of her cheek and tried to focus on something other than the bittersweet rush of emotion threatening to swamp her. She wasn’t usually this weepy, and the prospect of becoming a human puddle in front of everyone was horrifying.

			Somehow, she kept it together, chin lifted, shoulders back. Then Shane’s voice rumbled in her ear, because he knew. It amazed her that she’d ever thought he was callous. He could be . . . but that wasn’t who he really was.

			“You need a minute?” he asked.

			“Maybe.”

			“Come on.” He pulled her back out of the room with a gentle tug. Apart from a few knowing smiles, no one batted an eye. They were all together on a dark, snowy night having fun, and that was what mattered. She wasn’t going anywhere—except into the next room to decompress, just for a minute.

			The kitchen was empty aside from the two of them, and comparatively quiet. Voices were somewhat muffled, undercut by the bass of the karaoke system. Someone—Annalise—had decided to start the night off with Johnny Cash. It was a weird choice, which made it typically Annalise.

			I hear that train a’comin’. . . . It’s rollin’ ’round the bend. . . .

			She remembered what Annalise had said about Shane, that he was the kind of guy who seemed to fill up any room he was in. It was the truth. Alone in the kitchen with him, Larkin felt his presence surround her. It was comforting, like being wrapped in her favorite blanket. Which, coincidentally, was now wrapped around her mother on her couch. . . .

			No. Not right now.

			“Is all this okay?” Shane asked. His blue eyes were filled with concern, but he hung back from her just a little, as though he wasn’t sure whether she’d accept his arms around her. She hated that, and hated that she’d made him worry about it. None of this was him. It was all on her.

			“This is great. This is awesome,” she said. “I mean it.” And whether it was from the exhaustion, the guilt, or both combined with a lack of sleep, she immediately burst into tears. That at least, seemed to remove any doubts from Shane’s mind about what she’d find acceptable, and she quickly found herself pressed up against his broad chest. The tears slowed, then stopped as she rested her cheek against his heartbeat.

			It was embarrassing that she could fall asleep like this. Or it would have been embarrassing, if she could have mustered the energy to care. As it was, she could think of nowhere she’d rather be.

			“I know you’re tired,” he rumbled. “I just wasn’t sure how else to show you.”

			“Show me what?” She closed her eyes, breathing in his scent. It was, to her amazement, even more her favorite than frosting.

			“That you’re not alone. That you’ve got all kinds of people who have your back. That you’re still you, no matter what’s going on at your house right now.”

			She sighed. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

			“You don’t have to tonight. But . . . Larkin, this is dragging you down. Everyone can see it. It scares the hell out of me how fast it’s happening. And . . . I don’t want to lose you.”

			She lifted her head to look up at him. “You’re not losing me. I’m just so tired lately. I’ll figure it out.”

			“No, I am losing you. You’re disappearing into those people. And you deserve so much better than that.”

			Her laugh had a bitter edge that she didn’t like, but it had appeared there recently and refused to leave. “Says who? We don’t always get what we think we deserve, Shane. Things don’t always work out. We end up with family we can’t shake, or jobs we don’t want. We can fight and fight and fight, and we still get the short end of the stick. It happens.”

			“No,” he said, firmly enough that it startled her. She knew that face, the stubborn set of his jaw, the determined glint in his eyes. “It doesn’t just happen. We let it happen. You and me both.”

			Larkin frowned, hurt. In her current state, that could rapidly turn to anger, and that was the last thing she wanted to feel tonight. Not when he’d done such a lovely thing for her. “Shane. Let it go. At least for now.”

			“No. I’m afraid if I let it go that one day soon, I’ll have to watch you give up. I don’t want to do that, Larkin. I can’t.”

			“Why not?” she asked. “Why is it so important?” Exhaustion made her brave, and she was suddenly determined to hear his reason. She wanted to know, for once, how he felt about her. She needed it, more than she could have imagined just a few short months ago. She didn’t want to need it . . . but there was no longer a choice. She’d made hers already, and there was no going back.

			He hesitated, just for a moment, and the uncertainty on his handsome face arrowed straight to her heart. She nearly pulled away when his words stopped her.

			“It’s important because you’re the first person who’s given me hope in so many years that I didn’t even remember what it felt like at first. You make me feel like it’s not too late.”

			Her heart began to ache in an entirely different way. The breath she drew in seemed too shallow, and she had to try again, drawing in enough air to be able to speak. When she did, her voice hardly sounded like her own, soft and wondering. “Not too late for what?”

			“To be a better man. That’s what you make me want. To be better.”

			“You . . . you’re perfect just the way you are,” Larkin said, stunned. No one had ever said such a thing to her. It was nothing she’d expected. But to hear it now, and from Shane, affected her so deeply that she felt as though even the darkest parts of herself, the ones she never showed anyone, lit up and began to glow.

			He shook his head. “No. I’m not. I’m standing here telling you to do something I haven’t been able to. That’s bullshit.”

			“No—”

			“Yes, it is. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, watching you go through this. You were brave, to get away like you did. And you were strong enough to know what you needed to be able to make your own life. I’ve never been either of those things.”

			“That’s not true,” Larkin said. “I think staying here, in a place you love with people you love, even though you knew how much harder it would be, makes you strong and brave. We don’t get to have it all, Shane. I understand.” And she did, now more than before. Sometimes people got to choose. Sometimes they didn’t. And sometimes the choices they made didn’t matter, in the end.

			Shane shook his head. “I don’t have what I want because I’ve been scared to jump. I’m not great at leaps of faith.”

			“Well . . . they’re scary things,” Larkin said. But look what they can give you when you make them, she thought, savoring the feel of his arms around her. Look at what I have. Everything, everyone here tonight. Look at what I gained from making the jump.

			Look at all I have to lose if I turn back into the girl who spent so many years being angry and afraid.

			“Shane,” Larkin said. “I need to tell you something. I—”

			“Hey, you two! Emma wants to do something from Grease, but she swears she needs Larkin and . . . oh, crap, I’m sorry, I’ll leave.” Sam blushed where she stood in the doorway, her blue-green eyes wide as she took in the scene before her.

			Larkin felt the moment slip away, though the words were still on the tip of her tongue. It surprised her when Shane lifted his head to address Sam, his voice perfectly calm and laced with his usual humor. “Don’t pretend you weren’t spying, you pervert. We’ll be right out.” It was as though nothing had happened.

			Except the gentle stroke of his fingers down her waist said he’d only slipped into character. The man who’d been speaking only moments before was just for her. Knowing that made the interruption matter far less, though now she would have to find another time to offer him her heart.

			She’d never done such a thing before. And she wanted it to be right.

			In the middle of a room filled with people doing karaoke definitely didn’t feel right.

			Sam laughed and ducked back out, still blushing. “Um,” Larkin said as self-consciousness began to creep in.

			“What were you going to say?” Shane asked.

			“Ah. Well—”

			An unearthly screech echoed through the house, followed by a chorus of both cheers and groans as heavy guitar started to play. Larkin turned her head toward the sound, eyes widening. “Oh God. Who’s doing AC/DC?”

			“That’ll be Fitz. Don’t let the quiet demeanor fool you.” Shane sighed, pressed a gentle kiss to her lips, and pulled back from her. “We’d better get out there before he gets any further. My neighbors are nice people, but they will call the cops if they think we’re torturing animals over here.”

			“Okay,” Larkin said. “But . . . hang on . . .” She turned, rose up on her tiptoes, and kissed him so thoroughly that it took several more screeches that were almost song verses to remind her where she was. Shane’s eyes were hazy when she finally pulled back, his lips a little fuller from all the attention.

			“Thank you,” she said, “for all of this. And what you said. And everything.”

			“Now I wish nobody were here so I could offer you cookies and pretend I didn’t want to have sex. For like five minutes. That’s about as long as I could probably hold out.”

			She laughed, the first genuine laughter she’d experienced since her family had shown up in Harvest Cove. It was a gift. Just like him.

			“If I had any energy left at all, I would take you up on that in a heartbeat the second everyone left. As it is, though . . .” She trailed off, regret intruding to mar her happiness again.

			“It’s okay,” Shane said. “That’s not what tonight is about. Just promise me something.”

			“Hmm?”

			“You’ve got a lot of people here tonight who want you to lean on them. Me included. People who have a dozen ways they could offer to help. Who want to help. Because they love you. All you have to do is ask.”

			She forgot to breathe. “Because they—”

			“All you have to do is ask,” Shane repeated, as elusive as ever about the sentiment. Did he mean he loved her? Or just that everyone else did? She had a wild urge to tie him to something until he explained himself, but Sam would probably be demanding brain bleach if she walked in on that. It wasn’t the time, she thought. Not tonight, for all sorts of reasons. But . . . soon. Because she needed to say the words and hear them said back to her.

			Another leap of faith. But this time, she was anxious to take it.

			“Stubborn butthead,” Shane added as he guided her back through the door. Larkin smiled, because he was right. It was what had gotten her here. It was what would get her through—what would get them through. Together.

			Shane had more faith in her than anyone ever had. It was humbling, as were the words of her friends as they found her, one by one throughout the evening, and illustrated exactly what Shane had been talking about.

			She wasn’t alone.

			She never would be again.

			All she had to do was dust off all that strength and bravery that Shane saw in her and start proving him right.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			By the third week in April, the snow had melted to reveal the brown, soggy grass beneath, and the sides of the roads were marked by small piles of dirty snow, the remains of the drifts that had been fluffy and white just a couple of weeks before. The tulips and daffodils had shown their sunny faces to the world, and the cherry trees had begun to bloom. The world was waking up.

			And so, thought Larkin, was she. This was already shaping up to be her best spring ever . . . and she was just about ready to put the cherry on top.

			“Ooh, where are you off to this fine evening?”

			“Dinner. I think,” Larkin said. As long as her plans didn’t implode, as they were wont to do. She had a very nice sushi dinner to pick up from Rising Sun, and then a man to pick up to eat it with her while she told him how impossibly wonderful he was. His head probably wouldn’t fit through the door for weeks, but he deserved it. After all, without him, she’d probably still be living in what had increasingly looked like a failed game of The Sims. All that was left was for someone to set the stove on fire, then just stand there and yell while the house burned down. Her sister had been working on it.

			But not anymore.

			“Let’s see the full effect,” Aimee said, circling her finger. “Twirl.”

			Larkin obliged. She was wearing the beautiful green dress Shane had gotten for her, both as a statement and for luck. Tonight was the night she told him she loved him. He’d helped her put her past behind her. Now it was time to see what the future held. And as much as she thought—or hoped—she knew the answer, Larkin’s stomach was still full of butterflies.

			“So pretty,” Aimee said approvingly. “Love the little sweater.”

			“Thanks!” Larkin smiled. It wasn’t quite the weather for a short-sleeved dress yet, but she hated to cover it with a coat, so she’d found a light cardigan in shimmery pale pink that was a perfect match. Now all she needed was her date. Not that he knew he was her date yet. Shane had mentioned he’d be working late when she’d kissed him good-bye in the wee hours of the morning. He’d been quiet these past few days, she thought. It wasn’t like him, but work had been rougher than usual.

			Or rather, his father had been rougher than usual. Probably because he’d caught wind of Shane’s hand in vacating her unwanted tenants. The man was a jackass, but he didn’t miss much.

			They both needed tonight. A little celebration to go with the sun.

			Jo poked her head out of the kitchen, her dark, curly bun slightly askew. “Go get ’em, tiger,” she joked, and gave her a thumbs-up. “Hey, I heard from AJ. Your mom’s doing fine.”

			Larkin sighed as the relief washed over her. As much as Jo had assured her that her cousin would love to hire an experienced bartender for his place up in Portland, she still hadn’t been sure it would work out. Because, well, it was Journey.

			“Awesome,” she said. “Thank you ag—”

			“It wasn’t any trouble, you goof. Now quit it before I smack you,” Jo said, her eyes twinkling. “Amber’s doing just fine waitressing for him part-time, too.”

			“I knew that,” Larkin said. “She calls.” And they were calls that, despite everything, she felt compelled to take. Her sister wasn’t perfect, but neither was she, and Amber seemed interested, in her own prickly way, in trying to rebuild some kind of relationship. They might never get past all the poison from years ago, but Larkin was willing to try.

			It had probably helped that she’d been the one to encourage Amber to sign up for some classes at community college. So far, it seemed to have been the right move. Her sister was no dummy—and the important thing was that Amber was discovering that for herself.

			As for Journey, well . . . that was probably never going to change. But that was okay, too.

			“I wish I could have seen the limo take them out of here,” Aimee said. “That must have been amazing.”

			“It was,” Larkin agreed. “I felt like we should have put together some sort of parade. I’m so glad Brynn’s friends with Bill the Limo Guy.”

			“Harvest Cove networking,” Aimee said with a wink. “Everybody knows everybody, half of those people are related, and we work together when things need to get done. Like getting your family out of your house.”

			“You’re not kidding. Brynn with the limo, Seth and his partner to move them in and, you know, make sure they didn’t decide to turn around halfway there, Emma with her knack for finding just the right apartment in their price range, and then me with the deposit and first month’s rent.”

			Jo wrinkled her nose. “It was more than they deserved.”

			“It was worth it. Believe me,” Larkin replied. She saved her money scrupulously, and what she’d spent was a small price to pay for her sanity. A week ago today, she’d gotten her life back. Because of what she’d made for herself here . . . and because Shane had reminded her that in making people happy, she’d earned some happiness for herself, along with people who would gladly help her find it.

			The infinite feedback loop of happiness. It was a thing. And no matter how much he teased her about it, Shane was never going to stop hearing about its wonders. Maybe someday, he’d even decide to try it out for himself, she thought. Or not. Shane hadn’t said a word about the teaching job, and whenever she asked, he changed the subject . . . and she knew what that meant. Not that it was her decision to make. All she could do was offer support. Which, lately, it seemed like he needed.

			Her smile faded a little before she forced the encroaching thoughts aside. Today wasn’t a day for brooding.

			“Could you lock it on your way out?” Jo asked. “I’ve just got a couple more things to clean up.”

			“No prob.” Larkin gave a final wave, picked up the box of cupcakes she’d made especially for tonight off the counter, and walked out into the April sunlight. She started for her car, then paused. The flats she’d chosen to wear with the dress were fine for the short walk to Shane’s office, now that the ground wasn’t covered in snow. The fresh air, lightly scented with the sea, helped clear her head.

			Maybe she’d pick up the man and then dinner. Making him smile by surprising him after a long day at work would start the evening off right . . . and this dress would make him smile, she knew it. Well, that and the cupcakes. He was developing some kind of addiction to her Devil’s Candy cupcakes. Something about the combination of devil’s food and candied bacon did strange things to people.

			She had every intention of taking advantage of that where he was concerned.

			Shane was always telling her he wasn’t that nice. Lucky for him, she wasn’t always nice, either. She smiled, a wicked little curve of her lips, and looked forward to the evening ahead.

			•   •   •

			“Nice of you to call me back, finally.” Shane reclined in his chair, looking out at the beautiful day. He was glad. He needed all the good omens he could get, and the flowers and sunshine definitely fit the bill.

			“I have these things called students. Leaving them alone in the classroom so I can talk on the phone is frowned upon. And also an invitation to chaos. But lucky you, it’s my lunch break now. So is this the ‘let me down easy’ call I’ve been expecting for two months?” Ryan asked. “If it is, make it quick. I have a beautiful sandwich I need to eat before my sixth-period class gives me indigestion.”

			“No. It’s the ‘I just submitted my application and would you please see that it gets the right eyes on it?’ call. Jackass.”

			There was a moment of dead silence.

			“Are you serious?”

			“Yes.” He’d thought about it so much that he couldn’t get more serious if he’d tried. In fact, he needed to get this over with so he could be less serious again. Possibly forever. And definitely not in this pit of despair he called an office.

			Ryan didn’t bother to pull the phone away before he let out a whoop. Shane yanked the phone away from his ear and winced. Still, he couldn’t help but laugh. This was the first time he’d said he was applying for the job. To anyone. A part of him had wanted to tell Larkin first, but there was still that lingering fear that the moment he reached for this, it would be pulled away. Someone else would have gotten the job, or Ryan had been full of it and they didn’t really want him. He needed to know.

			“Man, if you cause hearing damage it’s going to screw with my chances. I need the ears.”

			“Don’t be an idiot. May Trainor has been asking me every day if you were in. I was tired of trying to come up with reasons why you’d been too busy to get to the application. I was down to, like, vacationing at a nudist colony in Europe. Or doing the My Little Pony convention circuit.”

			Shane grinned. May was the principal at the high school, and she was a good egg. She’d gone to bat for Ryan a few times over the handful of local parents who’d suddenly decided that Ryan’s status as an out gay man was going to infect their children with some kind of cooties. And it looked like Ryan had been serious—she wanted him for the position. Theater director. All those kids to teach, and the freedom to get back into local theater, shows to direct . . .

			The world seemed to open up all at once, so bright he could hardly bring himself to look for fear it would vanish.

			“Thank you for not mentioning those,” he said. “I’ve got a rep to protect.”

			“Who says I didn’t?” Ryan said with a snort. “I’ll tell her you’re in. Welcome to the club, brother. It’s a wonderland of hormones, homework, and lunch with yours truly.”

			“Sounds awesome.” I sound like Larkin. He wanted to laugh. And dance like an idiot through the office singing show tunes. She would definitely approve.

			“It is awesome,” Ryan agreed. “May will be back to you ASAP—that I know. So what prompted this? Do I get to ask?”

			“I told somebody she deserves to be happy. She might have reminded me that I deserve the same thing.”

			“Hmm. I live with a bow-tie-wearing pain in the butt who once told me the same thing,” Ryan said. “Took me a while to figure out he was right.”

			“Takes you a while to figure out most things.”

			“Hey, watch it or I’ll TP your new classroom. So . . . does she know? Or is this a secret you’ll now do a big showy reveal of so she doesn’t kill you for not telling her?” Ryan asked.

			“The latter. What do you think?”

			“You’re lucky she’s sweet. So, even bigger question. Did you tell him yet?”

			Shane leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling.

			“No.”

			Ryan’s voice softened with sympathy. “Uh, how do you plan on doing this? Certified letter? Flaming bag of dog poop on his front porch?”

			“I’m thinking massive confrontation in his office. But I like the poop idea.”

			“Big surprise. Hey, look, if there’s anything I can do . . .”

			“I know.” And if he’d learned anything at all from the past few weeks, it was that he would never again dismiss friends’ offers of help out of hand. He and Larkin were mirror images of each other in some ways . . . and complete opposites in others. Being with her pushed him in ways that weren’t always comfortable, but he never wanted to go back to the way things had been before.

			He’d told her she made him want to be better. Even if he might always be a work in progress, he was ready to put the words into action.

			“Well, whatever he says, remember: you are the Drama King of Harvest Cove, come to reclaim his crown,” Ryan said. “And if people don’t like it, fuck ’em.”

			Shane hung up laughing, and found that all his nerves about telling his father that he was moving on with his life had quieted. He should have done this a long time ago, but at least now he was sure where he belonged. Like he’d said to Larkin, they weren’t sixteen anymore. They didn’t ever have to be again.

			And he was finally ready to start his life.

			He stood, pushed back his chair, and headed down the hall to a door that had always seemed a lot more intimidating than it actually was. A quick knock, and Jim Sullivan’s voice boomed out.

			“I’m busy today. Whatever it is, better make it quick.”

			Well, at least he’d had years to rehearse this one.

			“I only need a minute,” he said, and stepped inside.

			•   •   •

			She could hear the shouting all the way down the street.

			“If this is what you want, you ungrateful little shit, then enjoy! This is what it feels like to be everybody else!”

			Larkin broke into a run. Shane’s office came into view, along with a small group of people who’d gathered to see what the yelling was about, no doubt. There was a squad car parked out front, lights off. And in front of the building was Shane, a cardboard box in his arms, facing off against Jim Sullivan. His father’s face was as red as his hair, and he hadn’t finished shouting yet.

			“Don’t look so upset, son! You wanted a normal life, right? Isn’t that what you told me? Well, in normal life, employees who get fired are escorted out by security.”

			Shane wasn’t shouting, but his voice carried, resonant, Larkin thought, from years of practice. “I didn’t get fired. I quit. And I will be back for the rest of my things.”

			“Your things? Which are those? I paid for everything in this building, you included. You will never practice law in this town again. Not here, not anywhere near here. Do you hear me? If I didn’t know better I’d think you belonged to someone else, because you have never acted like a son of mine. You’re not a Sullivan. You’re a goddamned joke!”

			Shane stood facing him, and Larkin was glad to see that it was Seth lingering by his side instead of an officer Shane didn’t know as well. Seth was watching Jim like he might watch an angry, venomous snake that had gotten loose. Shane, though, was impossible to read. He stood tall, not moving a muscle, his features impassive. But as she drew closer, Larkin could see how tightly he gripped the edges of the box in his arms.

			“You can think what you want. You always did. I can’t do this anymore. What I can do is stand up and put in the work to make my own way, my own decisions, and my own life. That’s acting like a Sullivan, Dad.”

			“Don’t call me that. My son wouldn’t throw away years of education to go play with makeup on a stage. My son wouldn’t—”

			“Jim, stop! Stop it right now!”

			Larkin hadn’t seen her arrive, but she recognized the woman approaching from the other direction. She was less perfectly coiffed than usual, and her pretty face was contorted with some strong emotion, but it was definitely Shane’s mother. Larkin stopped short, watching. Suddenly, she didn’t feel like this was her place to intervene. So she hung back, waiting to see what Elizabeth Sullivan’s arrival meant.

			“Go home, Liz,” Jim bellowed. “He quit. Our ungrateful little shit of a son quit. Says he hates his job. He always hated his job. He can’t do this anymore. So he’s done, and so am I. If he ever tries to darken our doorstep again I’ll—”

			“You will not! What’s wrong with you?” Larkin watched, amazed, as the scared mouse of a woman put herself between her son and her husband, looking as fierce as any mother might. “He’s our son. He will always be our son, no matter what he chooses to do. And nothing you say or do will change that.”

			“Like hell,” Jim shouted, getting right up in her face. “Like—”

			Seth stepped in then, deftly inserting himself in the middle of the argument. Larkin could hear Seth’s calm voice, clear as a bell. “Shane, Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan, it’s either time to talk about this in a calm manner or walk away for a while. I don’t like the way this is going, and if anyone throws a punch this is going to turn into a much larger problem.”

			Jim drew himself up, looking like he was struggling not to explode. “Liz, get in the car and go home. We’ll talk about this later.”

			She seemed to hesitate, started to go . . . and then she looked at Shane. The sadness she saw on her face then nearly broke Larkin’s heart. “No,” Liz said.

			“What?”

			“No,” she said more clearly. “No, we won’t.” Her mouth twisted, one eyebrow arching, and Larkin wasn’t sure whether she was going to spit at him or cry. But all she said was “Go on. Go tell your secretary what a horrible family you have. It’ll give you something to do until you hear from my lawyer. I’m done, too, Jim. I’m . . . I’m done, too.” Her shoulders slumped, and Shane put his box down on the ground, freeing his hands. He touched his mother’s arm, speaking too softly for Larkin to hear. As she watched, amazed at the burst of emotion from a woman who’d seemed scared of her own shadow, Liz turned and embraced her son. He went very still. But after a moment, as Seth spoke rapidly and firmly to a pale and sputtering Jim, Shane put his arms around his mother.

			Larkin took a step back. Then another. Just as she was about to turn and go, Shane’s gaze found hers. They locked, blue eyes and green. That was when she could see how shell-shocked he really was. She’d just watched his entire life change. Not just change, but fall apart. Had she really convinced herself it would be so easy for him? This was why he’d been reluctant to walk away from his career. It meant walking away from his family.

			And if he’d done it for her . . .

			Guilt settled like a brick in the pit of her stomach. This was what she’d encouraged him to do? It didn’t look like happiness. It looked like the shattered remnants of his family, such as it was. It wasn’t a closed door. It was one that had been slammed shut and lit on fire.

			You deserve happiness, she’d told him. But it wasn’t supposed to look like this.

			She’d planned to celebrate a beginning with Shane tonight. So many beginnings. Instead, he was facing an ending.

			And the only thing she knew to do was turn around and walk away, before she managed to ruin whatever was left. She pretended not to feel the tears slipping down her cheeks, and went home alone. That was the way it had always been. And she was suddenly sure that that was the way it would always be.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			The last light was fading from the sky when the knock at her door came.

			Larkin put down the bag she was using to frost her cupcakes, ran her hands down her tie-dyed shirt, and padded to the front door in her bare feet. It was probably Gina, checking on her again. It wasn’t every day her neighbor got to see her come home wearing a designer dress and bawling like a baby, after all. Gina had petted and fussed, and made some noise about making her soup.

			Once she’d gone, Larkin had done the only thing she knew how to do.

			She’d baked.

			“You didn’t really make me a whole pot of soup, did y—oh.”

			He filled up her doorway, looking a little worse for wear but still so wonderfully him. His shirt was untucked, and his mother’s makeup had left a stain on the right side of his chest. His hair was rumpled, as though he’d been running his fingers through it. As she looked up at him, he began rubbing the back of his neck.

			“No soup. Just me.” His voice seemed deeper than usual. Rougher. But then it had been a long day.

			“That’s okay,” Larkin said. She felt ridiculous. And terrible. “Um. Did you, um . . . want to come in?” She gestured inside, and somehow, in turning a little, caught her foot in a nonexistent notch in the wood. She wobbled, grabbed the doorframe, and felt her cheeks go to flame.

			Well, some things never change.

			“Yeah,” Shane said. “I do.” He didn’t laugh at her near miss, only stepped inside, big and strangely somber. This was it, Larkin thought. This was where he told her he’d made a huge mistake. Actually a number of them. And it was time to fix what was screwing up his life.

			It was far too late to wish that she’d walked away when she might have been able to. That time was long past. She’d let herself love him. Someone so completely, unworkably different from her. And so amazingly similar.

			“I know what you’re going to say,” she said. “It’s okay. I understand.”

			His eyebrows rose. “Oh yeah?”

			She nodded. “Come on,” she said. “Have a cupcake. I made too many.”

			He followed her into the kitchen, which was filled with the familiar and soothing scents of vanilla and sugar, frosting and batter. When she turned around, Shane was looking incredulously at her counter.

			“I guess I wasn’t the only one who had a rough day.”

			She shook her head. “I bake when I have feelings I need to work through.”

			“I can’t even see your counter. Did you work through them yet?”

			“No.”

			He laughed, and she didn’t want to fool herself that it meant anything. “Larkin.”

			“Really, have a cupcake.”

			“Will you stop panicking if I let you feed me?” he asked.

			She frowned at him. “I’m not panicking. I just . . . I know. I know why you’re here, and I am so, so sorry, Shane. I wasn’t trying to ruin your life. I just wanted you to be happy. But everyone’s situation is different, and I didn’t even imagine that—”

			“Hey, whoa, wait,” he interrupted her, frowning. “Just slow down. You think you ruined my life?”

			She nodded miserably. “You saw me there today, when your father lost his mind and disowned you in the middle of the street, and then your mother said he’d hear from her lawyer, and you just looked so . . . broken. All because you listened to my stupid ‘don’t worry, be happy’ crap.”

			Shane watched her for a moment, looking completely dumbfounded. Then he cursed softly, and in two long strides she was wrapped in his arms, his face buried in her hair. Larkin stiffened against him, terrified to let herself think this was anything different from the terrible thing she’d imagined. But the longer he stayed there, the harder it was not to notice the way he stroked her hair and then her back with light brushes of his fingers that spoke to the intimate bond they’d been weaving. At least, she’d thought so.

			“Larkin,” he said again. “Today wasn’t your fault.”

			“But if you hadn’t listened to me . . . if you hadn’t met me . . .”

			“Then I would never have had the balls to do what I should have done a long time ago.” He pulled back, his blue eyes as deep as the ocean. “Today was hard, yeah. It was a mess. It was always going to be a mess. But I needed to take that step. I needed to make the break, instead of spending the rest of my life in that office, under his thumb, wishing I had done something different. I watch you and Fitz, people I care about, and you’re strong enough to know what you need, to fight for it. I never was. Not until I met you.”

			She couldn’t seem to find any words. There were only hitches of breath, and more tears in what seemed to be an endless supply. “But.”

			“No. No ‘but’s.’” He caressed her cheek with his thumb, grazing her jaw with his knuckles. “It needed to happen. And my mother . . . She surprised me today. I knew she loved me. I just didn’t realize how much, and how unhappy she was all these years in her own way. We talked for a long time afterward. Probably the longest conversation we’ve ever had. Maybe she and I can make something better out of the wreckage now. I don’t think it’s too late. I wanted to stop you from leaving, but everything happened so fast. And you were wearing the dress I got you. You looked so damn beautiful, and when you walked away—”

			“It’s okay,” she said. “Really.” And it was. One thing he would never have to explain to her was the complicated tangle of emotions that came from a screwed-up family. The hard knot of guilt in her belly loosened, just a little. How could it not, when he touched her like she was something precious?

			“I told you before, Larkin. You make me want to be better. I am better. For the first time in my whole life, I feel like I’m exactly where I belong. And trust me, I need you a hell of a lot more than you need me. I’m not going anywhere.”

			“That’s not true. I do need you. Very much.” She looked up at his beautiful, beloved face. “I was so afraid I’d fall in love and lose myself. Instead, it was just the opposite. When I found you, I found everything. I wanted to tell you, but I was afraid—”

			“Hey, now, wait a second. I said it first. Remember? In the heat of passion?” He waggled his eyebrows, making her laugh.

			“But you didn’t mean it! You always say it like you’re teasing. . . .”

			“I meant it. And I was never teasing.” His smile softened. “Even before I knew I wasn’t, I wasn’t. I’m pretty sure I’ve loved you since you danced with me at Jake’s wedding. Remember that? We slow danced to some cheesy song, and you were laughing, and you smelled amazing. And I knew.”

			Damn it, he was going to make her cry again. “You knew?”

			“That nobody else was going to do it for me, ever. It was you. And because I’m persistent, not to mention charming and good-looking—and because you’ve got the patience of a saint—here we are.”

			“I’m not that patient.”

			“But I am that charming,” he said, and she laughed, cupping his face in her hands and pulling him down for a kiss.

			“Sometimes,” she said. “You’ve definitely grown on me.”

			“Good,” he said. “Because I had this idea that you might be okay with keeping me.” He reached into his pocket. Suddenly, she forgot how to breathe. This wasn’t what she’d thought. But then, things rarely were. And often, they were even better. “I had a plan for this, but screw the plan. Stay with me. I want to spend the rest of my life watching you bake in sweatpants, and singing Bob Marley with you, and dancing with you in the kitchen, and seeing that smile every day of my life. I’m not a hero, Larkin. But I swear, if you’ll marry me I’ll spend every day of the rest of my life trying to be worthy of you.”

			When he opened the box, she thought she finally understood the meaning of pure, simple delight.

			“It’s pink!” she cried, letting him slip it on her finger, marveling at the platinum diamond ring set with pink sapphires.

			“Is that a yes?”

			She laughed and wound her arms around his neck, watching her ring flash and glitter in the light. “Is that really a question?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then yes. Because you’re my hero, no matter what you think. You saved me when I didn’t even know I needed it. You’ve made my life a million times better. And as long as you can handle a few fluffy unicorns around the house, I’m all yours.”

			“Since I’m pretty sure you are a fluffy unicorn, sounds like we have a deal. I love you, Larkin O’Neill. Let’s spend the rest of our lives making a mess and saving each other.”

			“I love you, too.” She showered his face with kisses, her lips touching skin warmed by her touch, saying yes in every way she could think of. For the first time in memory, she was utterly content, completely whole.

			Spring had finally come, ripe with new beginnings. This was theirs. And life had never been sweeter.
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			Kira Andersen wasn’t a fan of flights that happened at the crack of dawn. For one thing, they happened in the morning, her least favorite time of day. For another, they involved airplanes, which meant she would spend the duration of her trip envisioning every catastrophic failure she could come up with—and she was creative, so she could envision quite a few—while running on nothing but coffee and nerves.

			Seth was lucky she loved him. That was all there was to it. But there was no way she was turning down an invitation to spend these precious few weeks before his wedding doing what she did best: pestering him. Not when the planets had aligned so neatly to mix business and pleasure. That never happened. It almost made her nervous, except she was too busy planning to make the most of it to worry much.

			She’d just spent the last couple of hours smashed between the window and a man who smelled strongly of onions and who couldn’t have taken up more leg space if he’d tried. Plus turbulence. By the time she set foot on solid ground, Kira was worried out. All she wanted to do was get to Harvest Cove, get settled in, and enjoy the rest of her day. Preferably with a series of warm caffeinated beverages in hand, while she annoyed her brother.

			Sounded like a little slice of heaven to her.

			Kira walked quickly through the terminal, her messenger bag slung across her body, stopping only to get a giant vanilla latte before making her way to baggage claim. She took her phone off airplane mode as she walked, reading her texts and letting the latte kick her higher brain functions back into gear. One of the first texts was an apologetic message from her brother. He’d been called into work. Some friend of his was picking her up.

			“Great,” Kira groaned. The baggage carousel designated for her flight began to run just as she reached it, a sign that at least some things in her universe were in working order today. She eyed Onion Man lingering on the other side of the carousel, then shifted her focus to the bags trundling past her. She didn’t recognize the name of the guy picking her up. Fitz? Fitz what? He hadn’t been one of the ones she’d met when she’d visited over Christmas. Then again, Seth had come out of his shell a lot since then. He seemed to have quite a few friends these days. As much as Kira missed him back in Florida, living in a little New England town had been good for her brother. Of course, so had falling in love. Not that she’d know much about that, but love looked good on him.

			Kira looked down at her traveling clothes—beat-up skinny jeans, slip-on canvas shoes, a T-shirt featuring a cartoon she watched, and an oversized military jacket she could hide in on long flights—and sighed. It was one thing for her twin to see her roll into town looking like the dog’s breakfast. It was another for some random townie to meet her this way.

			Nothing I can do about it now, she decided, brushing her long ponytail back over her shoulder as she spotted a familiar, clearly well-used suitcase headed toward her. Kira hauled it off the conveyor, pulled out the handle, and dragged the suitcase behind her as she headed for the doors that led outside. Seth had included a number to call when she was ready to be picked up, and she pursed her lips as she pressed it.

			So totally sure this won’t be awkward. Thanks, Seth. Well, maybe she could pick Fitz’s brain a little on the way to the Cove. She didn’t want to do work today, but if the guy was a local, maybe he’d be able to tell her something useful about her quarry. It wasn’t like a famous writer could get away with being completely anonymous in a place as small as Harvest Cove, after all. Some people had to know. It was just a matter of turning over the right stones. Probably wouldn’t even take her that long.

			The phone rang only once before the mysterious Fitz picked up.

			“Hello? Is this Kira?”

			He had a nice voice, warm, not too deep, fairly mellow—not that it meant a thing about the guy himself. For all she knew, he could be Onion Man. The thought worried her enough that she looked back toward the baggage claim, where her erstwhile seatmate was still waiting for his suitcase. Fortunately, he wasn’t on his phone.

			“Hey. Yes. Fitz?”

			“That’s me. You ready for pickup?”

			She smiled. He made her sound like a fast-food order. “As ready as I’m going to be. I’m the brunette in the big green jacket lugging the giant suitcase.”

			“Okay. I’m in the cell phone lot. I’ll head right over.” He gave her a brief description of the blue crossover SUV he was driving, enough that she figured she could spot it. They hung up, and she waited. It wasn’t even five minutes before the car that had to be his pulled up alongside the curb in front of her. A dark head of hair popped out of the driver’s side of the car, followed by . . .

			Oh. Well. This is . . . unexpected.

			Kira mustered an expression that, if not convincingly perky, was at least friendly and tried to ignore the happy little flutter in her stomach that always heralded the arrival of a cute boy. Fitz was better than cute, though, and he sure as hell wasn’t a boy. She wanted to kick herself as her smile went from appropriate to “Hey, sailor” in the blink of an eye.

			Come on! I haven’t had enough coffee to deal with this yet.

			It wasn’t like Seth’s having a good-looking friend was so shocking. After all, he’d been in the Army before he was a cop, and both jobs meant he was likely to end up with at least a few buddies who qualified as uniformed eye candy. She’d always appreciated it, even though she’d never taken advantage. Dating his friends had just seemed like a great way to invite trouble for no particular reason, and besides, she wasn’t so much into buff uniformed types.

			This, though . . . yeah. This guy was right up her alley.

			Fitz came around the front of the car, his slim, athletic frame clad in frayed jeans, a Captain America T-shirt, and a hoodie. His hair, just long enough to be on the shaggy side, was jet-black, and his skin was tanned. Big soulful dark brown eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled at her, and she couldn’t stop herself from dropping her gaze to his mouth. His lips had just the right amount of fullness and were, in her opinion, the sort utterly perfect for kissing.

			“Kira?” he asked, and it was the same warm voice she’d heard on the phone.

			“That’s me.” She let go of her suitcase handle, shuffled her coffee cup, and stuck out her hand, determined not to act like a complete ass. It was hard this early, but she’d like to get through the rest of the day with her dignity intact. “Nice to meet you, Fitz. Thanks for picking me up.”

			“No problem.” His hands enveloped hers, and the warmth of his touch rippled over her skin so quickly and so unexpectedly that Kira didn’t quite manage to fight off a shiver. His dark brows drew together with concern. “Cold? I bet you are, coming here from ninety-degree weather.”

			“More like eighty, but yeah. Wind’s a little nippy.” Kira laughed and pulled her hand away, huddling into the sanctuary of her coat. The temperature change was going to take some adjustment, which she’d known even before Fitz grinned at her.

			“Hey, this is warm for the end of September. Low sixties, sunny. It’s cooler in the Cove, though, with the wind off the water.”

			Kira wrinkled her nose and made a soft disgruntled sound. Conceptually, the idea of a New England fall appealed to her. Cold, however, was not her friend. Fitz’s sun-kissed skin reminded her of home. “Good thing I brought sweaters.”

			“Yep,” he agreed. He pressed a button on his key chain and popped the trunk, then reached for the handle of her suitcase. “Go ahead and hop in. I can get this.”

			She briefly considered refusing, then discarded the idea. Her suitcase was maybe possibly a little overstuffed, and she didn’t feel like making a spectacle of herself wrestling it into the car. If he thought she was some kind of delicate flower, he’d figure out otherwise soon enough. Though she couldn’t imagine Seth hadn’t told him some stories about her. He told everyone stories. She chalked it up to deep-seated feelings of inadequacy because she’d won so many of their fights as kids. Which she’d told him. Which he’d loudly denied before putting her in a headlock.

			She still rued the day he’d finally gotten bigger than her.

			“Thanks,” Kira said, handing off the bag and then walking to the car, sliding gratefully into the comfy leather passenger’s seat. She pressed the seat-warmer button and smiled a little when she recognized the satellite radio station. It was the same one she listened to.

			Seth, if you’re trying to set me up, you’ve outdone yourself. Not gonna work, but still. Impressive. Not that you’re in any less trouble for trying.

			Not everybody was made for happily ever afters. Seth was. She’d always known it, even if he hadn’t. But some people just did better with a string of happy for nows. Well, mostly happy. On her own, that was. Kira wasn’t opposed to a fun fling here and there, but things rarely stayed as uncomplicated as she’d liked. Her work situation since she’d left the newspaper gave her enough to think about without adding in men who wanted things like, say, regular attention. The solid reputation she’d taken such care to build was beginning to pay off in steady, regular work. That was a big deal. The tantalizing possibility that she might not need to work for anyone but herself was an even bigger one.

			As much as she missed the fun parts of coupledom, she just didn’t have time for a real relationship right now. Her twin’s upcoming wedding was a memory she planned to tuck away as a cherished illustration of what love ought to be, a reminder of what she had to look forward to. Someday. When she was ready. Which she was not, no matter how surprisingly hot some of the locals might be. Or how happy her brother seemed to be. It was almost like he didn’t need her pithy commentary on life, the universe, and everything to brighten up his days anymore.

			Lost in thought, Kira looked at her hands as Fitz got behind the wheel and shut the door.

			“Did you smuggle a person in that thing?” he asked, jerking her out of her sudden melancholy. She’d been feeling it a lot lately, hovering, always ready to come in for a landing when she could least afford to indulge it. That was probably what happened, she reasoned, when the brother you’d been close to since sharing time in the womb decided to make his own life, his own family.

			It wasn’t an ending, exactly. Just a change. One of those things she enjoyed writing about a lot more than actually experiencing.

			“Hmm?” Kira asked, taking a second to process what he’d actually asked her. “Oh, no. No stowaway. Just sweaters. Maybe a few bricks.”

			“Good call. You never know when you’re going to need a brick or three.”

			“Words to live by.”

			“Yeah.” He smiled at her again—a quick curve of those amazing lips—and gave a look out of the corner of his eye before he pulled away from the curb. She met his gaze for that brief moment and returned his smile, feeling the same delicious warmth flood her as when his hand had clasped hers. Kira turned her head and tried to focus on the road ahead as they made their way out of the airport, but her smile, rather than fading, threatened to morph into a big grin that would probably creep Fitz out.

			Stop smiling. Seriously. Why am I smiling? Think of nonsmiley things. Like Onion Man. Ah, there we go. A surefire cure for happiness: Onion Man.

			Still, Kira took a lengthy drink from her latte until she was sure she could sit there and look like a normal, polite person who’d just made a new acquaintance. Silence descended over the car, and she breathed deeply, taking the opportunity to stretch out her legs, snuggle into her jacket, and try to relax. A soft tapping noise caught her attention after a few minutes. She turned her head to watch Fitz drumming his fingers lightly on the steering wheel in time to the song on the radio. As she watched him, he mouthed a few words to the song, bobbing his head to the music until he caught her watching him. His laugh, embarrassed but good-natured, was cute.

			Like, really cute.

			“Sorry. Habit,” he said.

			“Hey, don’t let me stop you,” Kira said with a smile. “I’m all for free entertainment.”

			“Well, you’d definitely be getting what you paid for, in this case. So, um . . . Seth says you’re here for a few weeks. Big plans in the Cove?”

			“Not so much,” she replied, turning her attention fully to him. Outside the car he’d seemed pretty comfortable, but now, one-on-one, Fitz didn’t seem as sure of himself.

			He’s shy. And is he . . . blushing? Yep, just a little.

			Kira watched him with a sinking feeling. There was no getting around it. The man was adorable.
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