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  About this book...


She’s excited about her best friend’s upcoming wedding. He’s attempting to stop it. 
Abby Clark, owner of the Steaming Brew coffeeshop, can’t imagine living anywhere but in Bayberry, Vermont. Her family, friends, and business are all there. At the moment, her small town life appears idyllic. Then the door to the coffeeshop opens, and the most annoying man enters…
Brad Pearson is co-owner of Rumor Quill Media. When he learns his best friend, as well as business partner, is uprooting his life in Chicago to permanently move to Bayberry, Brad jumps on the next plane. He has to talk some sense into his friend. However, his plans get waylaid by the most exasperating barista.
It’s definitely going to be a chaotic journey to “I do” as sparks fly between the best man and maid-of-honor!
 
The Bayberry, Vermont, series:
Book 1 – Christmas in Bayberry
Book 2 – Valentine’s in Bayberry
Book 3 – Rumors in Bayberry
Book 4 – Springtime in Bayberry
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  Chapter One

Christmastime, Bayberry


Agentle snow had begun to fall. 
It was almost time for the annual tree lighting.
“I’ll be home for Christmas” played in the background as Abby Clark worked to close up the Steaming Brew coffeeshop. She’d hoped to have it done by now. But with the dropping temperature for the tree lighting, Bayberry’s residents had decided a hot drink was exactly what they needed to keep them warm until the main event. 
She’d even sold a number of the personalized insulated tumblers. There was now an empty space on the display shelf. She made a mental note to pull some more from the backroom in the morning. All in all, it had been a really good day.
In a holly jolly good mood, she’d already let her staff leave early. The tree lighting was a huge event, and no one wanted to miss it, including her. In Bayberry, people clung tightly to their traditions. She happened to be one of those people.
With the coffeeshop empty, the floors mopped, and the machines turned off for the evening, she decided it was time to head out. There was something extra special happening this evening. She’d been warned not to be late.
A glance at the clock let her know she had five minutes to make it to the center of town. She rushed to her office and switched into her snow boots. They were warm and comfy. She shrugged on her winter coat and grabbed her bag.
On her way to the door, she noticed something red sticking out from under the pedestal of a table. When she bent over to pick up the holiday napkin, she felt a rush of cold air. She turned her head in that direction. Her gaze met a pair of dark jeans and an unzipped black leather coat over a light-blue collared shirt.
When she straightened, she found the man standing in the open doorway, a few feet from her. He was tall with broad shoulders. As he stepped forward, her gaze rose, taking in his strong, clean-shaven jawline. He had a straight nose that led to unforgettable ice-blue eyes. They were framed with dark lashes and brows. 
The breath caught in her lungs. This guy had strikingly good looks—like movie-star quality. He wore a frown like it was a shield, as though to keep people at a distance. It made her all the more curious about him.
He was definitely new to Bayberry. Of that, she was certain. There was absolutely no way she’d forget that handsome face.
She was going to say something to him, but she forgot what she’d been about to say. It didn’t help that her mouth had gone dry, and her heart was racing.
“Excuse me.” His voice had a rich timbre that added to his allure.
In that moment, her mind and her mouth continued their disconnect. When the man sent her an expectant look, she realized she was in his way. She took a step to the side. After he passed by, she gathered herself and followed him.
Now that he wasn’t staring at her with those penetrating blue eyes, her brain began working again. As the man headed for the counter, she retraced her steps.
She’d already shut down all of the machines. But she still had the single serve coffee machine. So, it wasn’t a big deal to serve one more customer—so long as he didn’t mind drip coffee instead of something fancy.
Abby made her way around the counter. She dropped her bag next to the old espresso machine. All the while, she told herself not to look at the clock. The sooner she got this guy taken care of, the sooner she could get to the tree lighting.
She pinned on her professional smile and hoped when she opened her mouth that her voice cooperated. “Hi.” So far so good. “I’m in the process of closing up. Most of the machines are already down for the night. So, I’m sorry, but I’m limited on what I can serve you.”
Not only hadn’t he smiled back, but he didn’t even acknowledge that he’d heard her. He wasn’t the first. Some of the tourists who came through the coffeeshop acted as though she were invisible, until they knew what they wanted.
She inwardly sighed. He was so good-looking; too bad he didn’t have a matching personality. The smile slipped from her lips as she waited for the man to peruse the handwritten menu above her head. 
She’d started the coffeeshop not quite five years ago. Back then, she wasn’t sure it would turn a profit. Her mother had tried to talk her out of it. She said it was too big of a gamble. She’d repeatedly stated the high percentage of new businesses that fail.
But Abby knew if she hadn’t given her dream a try, she would have always wonder what could have been. And so with a wish and a prayer, she’d put together a business plan and got a small business loan. Thankfully, the Bayberry residents had rallied around her to make the coffeeshop a success.
Granted, she wasn’t rich. In fact, she was far from it. But she could pay the lease, the bills, afford a few employees, and still earn a modest income.
“Let me have an eggnog latte.” He still didn’t look at her.
“I’m sorry, but we don’t have any espresso this evening to make the latte.”
He lifted his head and looked at her. His blue eyes took on a frosty glare. “What are you talking about? How can you be a coffeeshop without any espresso?”
“Um…” He obviously hadn’t paid any attention to what she’d told him about the machines being shut down. Still, she was used to feisty people who showed up in the morning, craving their caffeine fix. She could handle him. No problem. Let’s try this again. “I’m closing up for the evening.”
It was only then that he seemed to notice she had on her coat. When he opened his mouth, his deep voice carried with it a rumble of irritation. “The sign in the window says you’re open until eight.”
She nodded. “Normally that’s true. But this evening is different. There is a closed sign on the door.”
He paused as though she’d caught him off-guard. “I didn’t see it.”
She didn’t know how he missed it, but she digressed. “I’m afraid all I have available is plain coffee. However, I could add some eggnog, if you’d like.”
“So, this was a waste of time.” His frown deepened. “Is there somewhere else I can get a decent cup of coffee?”
She nodded. “Mel’s Grille. They have some of the best food in town.”
“Let me guess. They don’t have espresso either.”
She had no idea what was bothering this man, but it had to be more than not getting an eggnog latte. “They do not. If you come back tomorrow morning, we’ll definitely have a latte for you.” Her smile broadened as she thought of a peace offering. “In fact, tomorrow you can have an eggnog latte on the house.”
His brows briefly rose. “You can’t make a profit giving away your product.”
She shrugged. “Sometimes, it’s more important to do the right thing.”
He didn’t respond as he pulled his phone from his pocket. She couldn’t tell if he was impressed by her kindness or not. Not that she was trying to impress him or anything. But she wanted to make her customers happy, even the grumpy ones.
After he typed something on his phone, he looked up at her. “Fine. I’ll take a coffee with skim and one packet of sweetener.”
A genuine smile lifted the corners of her lips. “Now that’s something I can get you. Just give me a moment.” She turned and reached for an extra-large cup. “Are you visiting Bayberry, or did you recently move here?”
The Bayberry Candle Co. was growing and, in the process, it seemed there was always a new face around town. The newcomers were breathing new life into the local businesses.
Her question was met with silence, as though the man wasn’t planning to answer her. Then he said, “Only visiting.”
She dropped a pod in the coffeemaker. It took a moment for the steaming hot coffee to fill the to-go cup. She added milk and sweetener before adding the lid.
When she returned to the counter, she said, “We’re happy to have you. The tree lighting is tonight in the center of town. You don’t want to miss it.”
He was busy on his phone and didn’t look up. “How much do I owe you?”
“Nothing.” 
He didn’t speak—not even a thank you. She restrained a sigh. Instead of paying her any attention, he was thoroughly distracted by his phone.
She slipped a red cardboard sleeve onto the cup before holding it out to him. He held out his hand to take the cup. Their fingers touched. Her pulse jumped. It was like there was a burst of static electricity that arced between them. The reaction startled her. She immediately yanked her hand back.
Time slowed down as the full coffee cup fell… 






  
  Chapter Two


Sploosh! 
The white lid popped off. Hot coffee sloshed up and out as the cup hit the counter. Abby gasped as she instinctively jumped back. She ended up just out of reach of the hot liquid. This wasn’t her first spilled coffee. Nor would it be her last. Most of the coffee had splashed in the other direction.
Her gaze lifted to meet the man’s. “Are you all right?
His dark brows furrowed together. He swiped at some drops of coffee on his black coat. But then she spotted a big wet spot on his shirt. Oh no! This can’t be happening.
When his blue gaze met hers, she felt as though a deep freeze had come over the coffeeshop. “I’m so sorry.” She reached for a cloth and reached over the counter to help wipe him off. “Let me help.”
“I don’t think so.” He yanked the cloth from her hand and began wiping off the coffee. “I can’t believe you spilled coffee on me.”
“I, uh… I thought you had the cup.”
His brows drew together as the corners of his mouth lowered into a formidable frown. “Obviously, I didn’t.”
“Let me get you some more coffee—”
“No!” His icy stare met hers, sending a chill through her. “I’ve had quite enough of this place.” 
And with that, he tossed the cloth onto the counter and strode out the door. A gust of arctic air rushed through the open doorway, but it wasn’t nearly as cold as the last look that man had given her.
Ugh! She let out a frustrated groan as she grabbed a rag to clean up the mess. She seriously thought he’d had the cup when she’d let go. Hadn’t he? Was it possible he’d had the same sort of connection from their touch, and he’d instinctively released his hold on the cup?
As she recalled the unusual sensation she’d experienced when their fingers touched, she wiggled her fingers. She told herself it was wintertime, so static electricity was a common occurrence. That must have been what it was.
When she made it to the other side of the counter, she realized she was going to also need a mop. And she didn’t want to leave the cleanup until later. As it dried, it’d be harder to clean.
She shrugged off her coat, and then she headed to the back room for the mop and bucket. She was going to be late for the tree lighting. And Sadie’s boyfriend, Reed, had specifically asked her to be early. 
Her steps were hurried, and her movements were rushed. She glanced up at the clock. The tree-lighting was starting right then.
Abby left the mop and bucket next to the counter. She’d deal with them later. She put her coat back on and grabbed her bag. On her way out the door, she turned off the lights and locked the door behind her.
She was officially late. She was totally blaming her tardiness on the man with those icy-blue eyes that were so hard to forget. Not that she wanted to think of the irritating man.
As she picked up her pace over the treated sidewalks, she recalled how Reed had whispered to her that she shouldn’t be late. Did that mean he was going to pop “the” question? Did Sadie have any clue he was going to propose? Probably not or she would have said something. If Abby had this right, and she was pretty certain she did, she couldn’t wait to see the look on Sadie’s face. They were absolutely perfect for each other.
Abby was racewalking as fast she dared with snow on the ground. She’d contemplated moving to the roadway and running, but between the patches of ice and the layer of salt, she’d most definitely end up on her backside. Among other things, it would slow her down even more. As she glanced around, she noticed she wasn’t the only one who was late. In fact, she had to carefully pass many people.
When she arrived at the town square, there was a multitude of people huddled in coats and hats. This was a big turnout, even by Bayberry standards. She didn’t see her friends anywhere.
She pulled out her phone and messaged another friend, Kate Taylor, who was part owner of Bayberry’s biggest employer, the Bayberry Candle Co. There wasn’t time to search for them.
Abby: Where are U?


Kate: At the tree lighting.


Abby: I know. Where on the square?


Kate: Next to the tree. Oh. Wait. Reed is down on one knee.


Ugh!! She was missing it all. This was awful. She was a terrible friend.
Abby: Take a video.


She tried to make it to the front of the crowd where her friends were gathered. She’d swear the crowd at the tree lighting grew each year. Then again, it probably did with Bayberry’s growing population.
When she finally made it to the front, she saw Reed slipping a ring on Sadie’s finger. There were happy tears in Sadie’s eyes. After Reed stood, he pulled Sadie into his embrace, and they kissed.
Aw… Abby was so happy for her friends. She blinked away her own happy tears as she clapped along with the rest of the crowd. They were definitely meant to be together.
As she attempted to get closer, someone bumped into her. They knocked her back a step. In the process, she backed into someone else. As she turned to the person, she said, “I’m sorry.”
She raised her head and stared into familiar icy-blue eyes framed with dark lashes and a distinct frown. Oh no. It can’t be him. Again?
And this time she noticed the man had a cup in one hand as he was shaking off the other hand as though he’d spilled something on it.
“You again.” His deep voice had a rumble to it. “For a barista, how is it that you’re forever spilling drinks?”
“It wasn’t me.”
“I don’t see anyone else that bumped into me.” He glared at her.
She nodded. “I mean I did bump into you, but it wasn’t my fault.”
He arched a brow. “You’re going to blame it on me again?”
“No.”
“No?” There was a note of surprise in his voice.
“There was someone else. They bumped into me. And I bumped into you. I’m sorry.”
He wiped his hand off on his dark jeans. “Hopefully, this will be the last time we bump into each other.” He pointed in front of himself. “I’m going this direction, whatever you do, go another way.”
Without another word, he turned and walked away. She watched him go. He had long legs and was physically fit. Any other time she would have admired his good looks, but under the circumstances, she could only think that he should come with a warning sign: Grump.
She smiled at the thought. Maybe beneath it should read: Best left alone.
He didn’t have to worry. She wanted absolutely nothing to do with him. She turned away from him and headed toward her friends.






  
  Chapter Three


It was an understatement to say he didn’t like small towns. 
Brad Pearson stared down at his ruined shirt. There was so much to dislike that he wasn’t sure where to start. Maybe it was the fact that he grew up in one. He clearly remembered how anxious he’d been to move away from Barch, Illinois.
He didn’t make it too far. He’d ended up settling in Chicago.
And try as he might to stay away from Barch, he still went back. Regularly.
His mother still lived there. Some might call him a mama’s boy; he just called it being a good son. He’d repeatedly tried to get her to move, but she refused. She said she was born in that town, and she would die in that town.
And so every Mother’s Day, birthday, and most of the holidays, both big and small, he returned to Barch, where a number of the residents still labeled him as “Hey, boy,” “Trouble” and “Wrong-side-of-the-tracks.” They had mighty long memories. But he wouldn’t let those people keep him away from his mother—who had always believed in him.
So, he was not impressed with Mayberry. Wait. No, that isn’t right. Wayberry? No. Bayberry. Yeah. That was what Reed had called this place. He remembered now, because it was named after a candle, which he found odd.
Why was Reed moving here? Brad didn’t understand his best friend’s motivation for giving up a good life in Chicago to move to this small town, where you couldn’t even get a latte after six o’clock. Seriously?
And that was why he was here—to talk some sense into Reed. There was no way his best friend would be happy in Bayberry long term.
However, now that Reed was engaged, it was going to complicate things. Maybe if he offered Sadie a position at the main office of Rumor Quill Media, it would help all of them. It was a move worth consideration.
Buzz-buzz.
Reed was in sight, but Brad stopped to check his phone. It could be something important with regards to the office. He didn’t like to be out of town. It was a time when things went wrong—at least that was how it felt to him.
But the phone call wasn’t business related; instead, it was his mother. He wondered what she wanted. At that moment, he noticed Reed signaling for him to join him. Brad knew he couldn’t ignore his mother’s phone call, though.
Brad signaled Reed that he’d be a moment, before he pressed the phone to his ear. “Hey, Mom, is everything all right?”
“Of course. That’s not a very nice way to answer your phone.”
“Sorry. I just wasn’t expecting to hear from you so early.” They usually spoke briefly each evening at nine. “What do you need?”
“I just wanted to know what time you’ll be here.”
What? He hadn’t planned to go see his mother that weekend. “I’m sorry. I can’t see you this weekend. I’m in Vermont visiting Brad.”
“Oh. That’s right. It totally slipped my mind.”
This wasn’t the first time his mother called on a weekend when she knew he wasn’t going to visit. Each time it had been because she needed him to do something for her. “If you need help with a burnt-out lightbulb or a dead battery in the fire alarm, I can stop by as soon as I get back.”
“It’s nothing like that.” There was a note of disappointment in her voice.
“Mom, I know you. What is on your mind?”
There was a distinct pause. “It’s just that Carol... You know my neighbor, Carol Knight. She used to bake you chocolate chip cookies when you mowed her grass.”
“Yes, Mom. I know your neighbor.”
“Well, her husband is putting up her Christmas decorations, and I thought we could put up some.”
He knew this was his mother’s favorite time of the year. And he knew how much she loved to decorate.
As far back as he could remember, it had always been just him and his mother. His father had died when he was eight years old. His mother had worked two, and sometimes three, jobs at a time to keep a roof over their heads and put food in his belly. She’d scrimped and scraped so he could have the basics, and now there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her. If only he could get her to move closer to him, then he could see her more often.
He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “How about next weekend?”
The disappointment in her voice had been replaced with a hopeful note. “Are you sure it won’t be a problem?”
“It’s a date.” Just then he noticed Reed waving him over again. “Mom, I have to go.”
“Okay. Tell Reed I said hello. And tell him to come visit soon.”
“I will.”
After he got off the phone, he walked over to Reed. Even though he had mixed feelings about his best friend getting engaged, it didn’t stop him from smiling. It was really good to see him.
“Congratulations.” Brad held his hand out to him.
The smile on Reed’s face broadened as he shook his hand. “Thanks.”
Brad pulled on Reed’s arm until they were doing a one-armed hug and a slap on the back. When Brad pulled back, he said, “I knew you were thinking about getting engaged, but I didn’t think it would be so soon.”
“Yeah. Well, I knew it was right for us. Besides, it was a good excuse to finally get you out here.”
Brad shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”
“Yeah. I know. But there’s more to life than work. But at least you’re here now.” Reed sent him a reassuring smile. “Listen, I know you aren’t wild about small towns, but I’m telling you this place is different.”
Brad arched a brow. “How much are you willing to wager?”
Reed sighed. “I’m serious. Just wait until you get to know everyone.”
He shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. Besides, I have a plane to catch on Sunday.”
“You know you could work remotely and stay longer.”
Why was his friend trying to sell him on this town? It wasn’t like Reed to be this pushy. Maybe he was feeling guilty for spending so much time here instead of back in Chicago. That must be it.
“Let me introduce you to Sadie.” Reed glanced around. “She was just here a second ago. Oh, there she is with one of her friends. Wait until you meet Abby. You’re going to like her.”
Brad inwardly groaned. If he wasn’t careful, Reed would be setting him up with his girlfriend’s—correction, his fiancée’s—friends. And that wasn’t going to happen. He was quite content with his bachelor status.

      [image: ]As the big snowflakes continued to slowly fall, the tree lights gave the town square a merry vibe. Abby couldn’t help but think this was a magical night. A smile lifted the corners of her lips.
She looked around, finding all three of her closest friends: Kate Taylor, who was part owner of the Bayberry Candle Co., Carrie Byers, who owned Totally Chocolate, and Sadie Plummer, whose family owned the Bayberry Gazette. They’d been best friends since elementary school. Even though they may have drifted apart periodically, they always came back together.
She still didn’t have a chance to congratulate Sadie, who was currently speaking with her parents. Abby didn’t want to interrupt them. This was a special moment for all of them.
While she waited, she moved over to the stand where they were handing out the hot chocolate. The line was long but moved quickly. She smiled and greeted neighbors and friends.
After taking a sip of the cocoa, she lifted her head and looked around. It took a second, but then she noticed Sadie’s parents had walked away. Abby didn’t waste any time. She rushed over to her friend.
With hot chocolate in one hand, she gave Sadie a one-armed hug. When Abby pulled back, she smiled. “I’m so happy for you and Reed. You two are going to be so happy together. Let me see the ring.”
With a radiant smile, Sadie held up her left hand. Reed definitely hadn’t been chintzy. Light from the overhead lamp caught the diamond solitaire and made it sparkle.
“Enough about me,” Sadie said. “I saw you talking to that guy.”
“What guy?” Abby honestly didn’t know who she was talking about because she’d spoken to a lot of people while she’d been waiting for her cocoa.
“The guy I saw you talking to right after Reed asked me to marry him.” Sadie’s eyes lit up with curiosity.
Abby knew in that moment who she meant. “He was nobody.”
Sadie arched a brow. “Really? Because the way you were so animated when you were talking to him, he certainly was somebody to you.”
Abby sighed. “Don’t even get me started on Mr. Grumpy Pants.”
“What?” Sadie barely got the word out between laughter. “Mr. what?”
“Grumpy Pants.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what his problem is, but he needs an attitude adjustment.”
Sadie was still grinning when she asked, “How exactly do you know him?”
“I don’t. And I don’t want to know him.” 
Sadie’s smile disappeared. “He can’t be that bad.”
“No. He’s worse.”
“Where did you meet him?”
She wished Sadie wasn’t so interested in her experience with Mr. Grumpy Pants. She knew if she didn’t tell her, Sadie would keep bugging her. Maybe once she told her about their run-in, Sadie would drop the subject. Could she be that lucky?
Abby drew in a deep breath and let it out. “We met at the coffeeshop. I was just about to close, when he walked in. Everyone had already left for the tree lighting. All I had to do was lock up, and in he strolled. I should have just told him that we were closed, but I thought I’d be nice. After all, it’s really cold this evening. Anyway, big mistake.”
Disbelief shone in Sadie’s eyes. “It couldn’t be that bad.”
“Oh, really? Let me tell you…” Abby recounted her first encounter with the spilled coffee.
“I see.” When Sadie looked at her, she wasn’t smiling, but her eyes sparkled with amusement.
“What do you find so funny?”
“It’s just that I’ve never seen you worked up over a customer before.”
Abby sighed. Her friend was right. Normally she didn’t let people get to her. There was just something about him that got under her skin. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to deal with him again.
She shrugged. “He just rubbed me the wrong way. And I was late for the tree lighting.”
“Or maybe you found the guy really hot.”
This time it was Abby who laughed. “Not even his blue eyes could make up for his lack of a friendly personality. Hopefully, he’s just passing through town.”
“Wait. Back up. You know what color eyes he has?” Sadie arched a brow.
Abby couldn’t believe she’d said that out loud. She inwardly groaned. “Fine. He’s good-looking, but he’s not the least bit friendly.”
“Oh.” Sadie frowned. “That’s a shame.”
“It’s no big deal. You know that I’m not looking to date after the fiasco with Dave.” 
Her luck with men was non-existent. She’d dated Dave for more than two years when he landed a job in Boston. She should have known how he felt about her when he took the job without even talking to her.
When he’d asked her to go with him, it came across more as an afterthought. And she didn’t want to live in Boston. Sure, it was fine to visit, but she couldn’t imagine trading small Bayberry for a big bustling city. She would be a fish out of water.
Apparently, he thought he was far enough away that he could juggle two relationships without either woman finding out about the other. That lasted for five months before it blew up in her face.
She had a long history of picking the wrong guy. This New Year’s she should make a resolution to take the year off from dating. It sounded like a reasonable plan.
Sadie’s nose curled up. “We don’t want to talk about him and ruin tonight. But I do have a confession to make—”
“Sadie!” Reed approached them. “Oh. Hi, Abby. I want to introduce you both to my best and oldest friend, Brad Pearson.” Reed was smiling.
When Abby focused on the man next to him, her mouth gaped. There stood Mr. Grumpy Pants. Her thoughts stuttered. Her gaze moved to Sadie, who wore a guilty expression. The whole time they’d been discussing Mr. Grumpy Pants, erm, Brad, her friend had known exactly who he was.
“It’s nice to meet you.” The man held his hand out to her.
And then she recalled what Reed had said. This is his best friend. There was no friendliness in the man’s eyes. They were guarded and held secrets. What kind of secrets, she wondered.
Her gaze moved to his hand. She could feel Sadie and Reed looking at them. Abby reluctantly reached out and placed her hand in his. Once more she was jolted by some sort of current that arced between them. This time he was the one to quickly pull his hand away.
She forced a smile to her lips. “It’s nice to meet you too.”
No, it wasn’t. Not at all. But she wasn’t about to let on that he got to her.
When she cast a glance in Sadie’s direction, she could see the amusement dancing in her friend’s eyes. Oh, boy, were they going to talk later. 






  
  Chapter Four


No. It couldn’t be. 
Brad stared at the most beautiful—most irritating—barista he’d ever had the displeasure of meeting. His hand still stung where the hot coffee had splashed—not that he’d let on to her.
He remembered how their fingers had brushed. He’d noticed a strange sensation like a tingling in his fingertips. The next thing he knew, the barista had yanked her hand away before he’d had a firm grasp on the cup.
Hearing his name called drew him back to the present. He turned his attention to Sadie. She was also beautiful but not nearly as striking as Abby. He sent her a smile. “It’s nice to put a face to the name. Congratulations.”
“Thank you.” Sadie’s smile was radiant. “And we’re so happy you could be here.”
“I have to say that I’m curious to see Bayberry.” He wasn’t. Not really. “Reed has really talked up this place.” That much was true.
“It’s the best small town you’ll find anywhere.” Sadie said it with confidence. Then she glanced over at Abby. “And I’m sure Abby will be willing to show you around.”
Abby’s big brown eyes momentarily widened. “Me?” She pressed a hand to her chest. “But, uh…” It was like she was desperately searching for any excuse to get out of spending time with him. “I’m working tomorrow.”
He wasn’t used to a woman finding excuses to avoid him. Usually it was the other way around.
“I’m sure you can take some time off.” Sadie glanced over at Reed, and without a verbal question, Reed nodded to her in response. She turned back to Brad and Abby. “We would like you both to stand up for us. Will you be our maid-of-honor and best man?”
Brad should have expected this, but he didn’t think they’d get around to figuring out the wedding details so quickly. Was this Sadie’s way of getting Reed tied down before he realized that he’d made a mistake?
In that moment, Brad realized they were looking expectantly at him. He nodded as his gaze moved to Reed. “You know I’ll always be there for you.”
Reed stepped forward and clapped him on the back while the women hugged. Just then they were joined by two more good-looking women. He’d give it to this town—there were a lot of beautiful women.
Still, this wasn’t the right place for Brad. But as his best friend looked at his fiancée, it was obvious Reed was crazy about Sadie. Brad wasn’t giving up. He just had to modify his plan and convince both of them that their future was in Chicago. Seemed simple enough.
Sadie turned to Abby. “Please… Could you show Brad around town tomorrow?” Was that a pleading look on Sadie’s face? “We would do it, but my parents want to have lunch with Reed and I.”
He noticed how Abby glanced his way. When their gazes connected, she immediately turned her head. Then she stumbled over her words as she said, “Uh, yeah. I’ll, uh, get someone to cover for me at the coffeeshop.”
He knew she wasn’t any more pleased about this arrangement than he was. They’d figure out a way to keep their time together as brief as possible.
But they didn’t have time to figure it out now as their group grew even larger. He was introduced to Kate’s boyfriend, Wesley Adams, and Carrie’s husband, Jackson Wright. After the initial introductions, Brad was quiet, taking in the various dynamics. He noticed how Reed seemed to fit right in with this group. Interesting.
Was it possible he’d misjudged Bayberry? Probably not. He was certain it had its share of busybodies and matchmakers. It would be just like Barch all over again.
Kate approached him. Her shoulder-length brown hair was tucked behind both ears. She wore a friendly smile. “It’s really good to finally put a face to the name. Reed has been looking forward to your visit.”
“I know.” He felt guilty for not coming sooner. “It’s just hard to get away from the business.”
“I totally understand. I’m one of the owners of the Bayberry Candle Co. Stop by tomorrow, and I’ll give you the royal tour.”
She said it like he was supposed to know all about the candle place, but he wasn’t into candles. Still, she seemed nice enough.
Searching for something to say, he said, “Do you sell many candles?”
She nodded. “In fact, the business is expanding. It’s the biggest employer in the area.”
“Interesting.”
“There’s probably a lot around Bayberry that will interest you.”
He highly doubted it. In his experience, all small towns were the same. He didn’t expect Bayberry to be any different.
Just then Sadie’s other friend, Carrie, joined them. “Hi. Make sure you stop by Totally Chocolate when you take the tour tomorrow. I will set you up with a bunch of samples.”
“Good idea,” Kate said. “I already offered him a tour of the candle factory.”
“Who’s doing what?” Jackson joined them and put his arm around Carrie.
“I’ve been invited to visit the candle shop and the chocolate shop.” Brad had a feeling his tour was about to be extended. “Do you have a place I should add to the list?”
Jackson shook his head. “It won’t be necessary. We’re going there now to grab some dinner.”
“You own a restaurant?” He didn’t know why that surprised him.
“It’s a café with a small stage for music. Nothing fancy.”
Carrie lightly elbowed Jackson. “That’s not true. Wrights’ Eatery is very nice.”
Brad noticed how Jackson’s chest puffed up just a bit at her compliment. “You have to say that. You’re my wife.”
Then the other two friends chimed in with compliments. Brad had to admit that his first impression of Reed’s new friends was a positive one.
When it was time to go to dinner, they were going as a group. Again, they were walking. Apparently, it was the main way of getting around this town.
Dinner was pretty good. He had a pastrami panini and a cup of potato soup. The conversation wasn’t so bad…until they got to the wedding planning portion of it. They attempted to include him, even though most of the time, he didn’t have a clue who they were talking about or where they were talking about. 
However, when they got around to the karaoke portion of the evening, he politely refused. Everyone but Abby attempted to talk him into singing. He crossed his arms and shook his head. However, he noticed that Abby didn’t go up there and sing either. No one said a word to her about it. Interesting.
After the singing was done, Abby said, “Well, I need to get going. I have an early start tomorrow.”
“You always have an early start,” Sadie said.
“True. Still, my alarm goes off at six whether I make it to bed on time or not.” Abby yawned.
Brad couldn’t decide if the yawn was legit or if it was just to shore up her excuse for leaving the get-together before anyone else. But seeing as she was leaving and he really wanted to have a word alone with her, it was time for him to bid his farewell as well.
Brad pushed his chair back. “I need to be going too.”
Reed’s brows rose. “Where are you going? Don’t tell me you’re tired. Your internal clock is an hour behind the rest of us.”
“It’s not that,” Brad said. “I’ve got some emails to respond to.”
Reed rolled his eyes. “I thought we talked about lightening up on our workloads, including no work on the weekend.”
“But technically this isn’t the weekend yet.” Brad sent his partner a grin.
Reed rolled his eyes. “It’s Friday evening. It’s the same difference.” With a sigh, he said, “I can’t stop you, but I hope you know that tomorrow, you’re off the clock.”
Brad’s gaze skirted to Abby before returning to Reed. “Agreed.”
That seemed to get Reed to relax and smile again.
Brad said goodnight to all of the people he’d just met. He had no doubt with this being a small town that he’d be seeing each of them again before he caught his plane back to Chicago.
By the time he turned to leave, he noticed Abby had already left. He took long, quick strides to the exit. He pushed the door open and stepped outside.
He looked one way and then the other. Then he spotted her. “Abby! Wait up.”
He took hurried steps to catch up to her. Lucky for him, he didn’t step on any ice. She stopped beneath a street lamp that was decorated with festive red ribbons and colorful ornaments.
When he reached her, he said, “Hey, I just wanted to say that you don’t have to show me around town.”
She arched a brow. “Why not?”
He thought that was perfectly obvious. “You don’t want to spend time with me any more than I want to spend the day with you. So, why bother?”
She crossed her arms and frowned at him. “Because I made a promise to my friends that I would show you around, and I intend to keep my word. Shall we meet at the coffeeshop at say ten?” She didn’t wait for his response as she rushed on. “If you don’t show up, well, there’s nothing I can do about it. I’ll either see you tomorrow morning or I won’t.”
Before he could say anything, she turned and walked away. It would have been so easy for her to bail on their proposed guided tour. And yet, even though she disliked him, she was willing to spend part of the day with him because her friend had asked her to do it. In that moment, she’d earned his respect.






  
  Chapter Five


She shouldn’t have agreed. 
The next morning, Abby yawned. She’d had a hard time going to sleep the night before. Every time she closed her eyes, she’d envisioned Mr. Grumpy Pants’ vibrant blue eyes staring into her own. Just the memory made her heart beat faster.
There was something about the way he looked at her. It was almost like he could see straight through her—like he could see her hopes and dreams. The feeling was utterly unnerving. He was the last person she’d want knowing her so well.
She gave herself a mental shake. Why was she making such a big deal of this? All she had to do was show him around town, and then he’d be flying back to Chicago. She wouldn’t have to deal with him again until the wedding.
Still, she’d found herself standing in front of the bathroom mirror longer than normal. She might have put on eyeshadow and a little eyeliner, in addition to her usual powder, mascara, and lip gloss.
And there was the fact that she’d put more effort into fixing her hair. With a pixie cut, her styling options were limited. But with a little extra pomade, she achieved more definition and lift.
It wasn’t until she stood in front of her closet for five minutes as she tried to decide what to wear that she admonished herself. With a frustrated groan, she put on her usual jeans with an older purple Steaming Brew sweatshirt. She grabbed her coat and boots. Then she was out the door.
She moved through her normal opening routine of getting all of the machines up and running. She checked the refrigerator to make sure they had plenty of milk…and eggnog. She was just opening the cash register when her assistant manager, Mia Fernsby, arrived.
“Good morning.” Mia sent her a warm smile. “Brr… It’s cold out there.” She grabbed a purple apron and put it on. “Maybe we should see about putting in an electric fireplace in the seating area. It’d be great on mornings like this.”
After Abby had filled the cash register, she closed the drawer. She turned to Mia. “That’s a good idea. But I definitely can’t do it this year. I’m already hoping the espresso machine will make it another year.”
Mia nodded. “Understood.” Then she paused and stared at Abby. “What did you do different?”
“What?”
Mia was quiet for a moment as she studied her. “I know. You have on eyeshadow. It looks good on you.”
Heat rushed to Abby’s cheeks.  She shouldn’t have indulged with the makeup. She didn’t want anyone thinking she was making a big deal out of her spending time with Mr. Grumpy Pants.
But she didn’t have time to wipe off the makeup, because just then her first customer entered the coffeeshop. It wasn’t usually busy on a Saturday morning, but with it being the holiday season, there would be a lot of shoppers out and about.
It felt good to fall into her usual rhythm. She did enjoy interacting with the public. She knew who was dating whom, who was having a baby, who was sick, and who was on vacation. Being a barista was a lot like being a bartender: people liked to share bits of their lives while they waited for their drinks.
After her current customer walked away, Abby smiled at the next person in line until she realized it was her mother standing there. Stella Clark was a couple inches shorter than Abby. Her long brown hair was now streaked with gray and pulled back in her usual bun. However, it was the serious look on her face that caught Abby’s attention.
“Mom, what are you doing here so early?” Her mother didn’t usually stop by until noon. “Is something wrong?”
“I don’t know. You tell me.” Her mother leaned over the counter and lowered her voice. “I heard you have a date this morning.”
Abby inwardly groaned. “I do not.” Her denial came out louder and faster than she’d intended. She swallowed and then slowed her words. “Where did you hear such a thing?”
“They were talking about it over at Mel’s.”
Abby rolled her eyes. Her mother was referring to the morning gossip roundup. “Mom, what were you doing at Mel’s for breakfast?”
“Ester Holmes called me. She said she had some really good gossip. How was I to know that it would be about my own daughter? You know you shouldn’t date out-of-towners. You know that didn’t work out for me.”
Abby had heard the story more than once. Her father had been a trucker whom her mother had met at the diner when her mother was waitressing there. It was a whirlwind romance, and then they eloped. The marriage lasted three years and produced one baby girl. And then her father bailed. He was never to be heard from again.
“I know, Mom. You don’t have to worry. It’s not like that.” Not even close.
“Well, a long-distance relationship won’t work for you either.”
“I know.” She didn’t have to be reminded.
Abby glanced past her mother, hoping someone else had entered the coffeeshop. There was no one there.
Her attention returned to her mother. “I’m only doing this as a favor for Sadie. This guy is a friend of Reed’s. It’s nothing more than that.”
Her mother studied her for a moment. “I’m just worried about you.”
“I know, Mom. But I’m an adult now. You don’t have to worry. I can take care of myself.”
Her mother smiled proudly. “I know. But it’s my job to worry about you.”
Jingle-jingle.
Both her mother and herself turned to the open doorway. As though ushered in by the wind, Brad appeared. He wore faded jeans and a royal-blue sweater beneath his black leather coat. He looked even more handsome than he had the evening before. How was that possible? 
When his gaze met hers, he came to a stop. They stared at each other a moment too long—but it was long enough to make her pulse jump and her heart beat faster. She told herself it only happened because of the awkward conversation she’d been having with her mother.
Speaking of her mother, Abby glanced in her direction. Her mother’s attention rapidly shifted between Abby and Brad. There was a furrow in her mother’s brow, as though she were trying to figure something out. Maybe she could get her mother out the door without having to make an introduction. Could she be that lucky?
Abby looked directly at her mother. “Can I get you anything? I need to get back to work.”
Her mother was quiet for a moment. “That’s him, isn’t it?”
Heat swirled in Abby’s chest. As Brad stepped forward, the heat rushed up to Abby’s cheeks. His curious gaze moved between her and her mother.
He bestowed a brilliant smile on her mother. It was one of those smiles that could make the coldest of hearts swoon. “Hello.” He held out his hand to her mother. “My name is Brad Pearson.”
Her mother’s cheeks were tinged with pink as she smiled back at him and shook his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Pearson. I’m Abby’s mother, Stella Clark.”
“I can definitely see where she gets her beauty.”
As heat rushed back to her cheeks, Abby couldn’t believe Mr. Grumpy Pants was sweet-talking her mother. But why? What was his agenda?
And then there was her mother, who was hanging on his every word. Abby couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her mother blush.
“Oh, you’re too kind,” her mother said. “You came to the best coffeeshop in the state.”
“I didn’t come for the coffee. I have a date with your daughter this morning.”
He didn’t just say that, did he? A date? Really? Her face felt as though a heat gun had been turned on high and aimed directly at her. “That isn’t true. We don’t have a date.”
Once more her mother sent her a curious look before she glanced back at Brad.
“Are you telling me that you aren’t going to give me a tour of the town?” He wore a pouty look before he glanced at his watch. “And it’s precisely ten o’clock just like you said when you set up our date. So are we still going?”
If his intent was to win over her mother, he was doing a good job. But he was doing nothing to win over Abby. If anything, she disliked him a little bit more. No. Correction: a lot more. 
Later, her mother would pepper her with questions about Brad. And when Abby denied having any feelings for him, her mother would remind her that she wasn’t getting any younger. And if she wanted to have a family of her own, she needed to think about finding a serious relationship. Ugh!
Abby did want a family, but she wasn’t going to rush into any relationship just because she was getting older. If the right man happened into her life, great. Her gaze landed on Brad. But it’s definitely not him.
Brad stared directly at her, like he was expecting her to answer a question. What question? Her thoughts were utterly muddled. It took a second to recall him asking if she was still going to give him a tour of Bayberry.
She swallowed hard. “A tour of Bayberry does not equate to a date. I’m merely doing Sadie and Reed a favor. Nothing more.”
A half-smile played on his lips. He was enjoying putting her on the spot. “Still—”
“No.” She shook her head. She was over this verbal sparring. “Whatever you’re about to say, just don’t. Otherwise, you can find someone else to give you the tour.”
Her mother smiled. “Well, I’ll just be going. You two have fun around town.” Then she leaned in closer to Brad. “You are going to love this town. It’s the best small town in the whole country. You’ll see.” Then her mother turned a big smile in her direction. “I’ll talk to you later.”
Abby was utterly confused. Hadn’t her mother just warned her about getting involved with an out-of-towner? So, all it took was a little bit of harmless flirting, and she was charmed by Grumpy Pants. Frustration churned in her gut.
She had no doubt that if her mother hadn’t paid her a visit, she would be phoning her to ask more questions about Brad—questions Abby didn’t want to answer. She wished her mother wouldn’t make such a big deal about him. Because he wasn’t a big deal. Not at all.
In fact, Brad was very annoying. The sooner he left Bayberry, the better. 
She turned to Mia. “Do you need anything before I go?”
Mia shook her head and then gave her a smile. “Have a good time.”
“I won’t.” She hoped Brad overheard her. She owed him after the way he’d charmed her mother. 
Abby walked away. She stepped into her office to take off her apron. She shrugged on her coat and slipped on her boots. When she returned, she looked at Brad. She ignored the amusement in his eyes. She refused to let him see how he got under her skin. 
She started for the door. “Let’s go.”
“Aren’t you even going to offer me some coffee?”
When she turned around, she noticed he was still standing at the counter. Was that the beginning of a pout on his face? Ugh! This guy.
She backtracked. “What do you want?”
“I think it would be safer to have her get it for me.” He pointed to Mia. “Could I get a large eggnog latte?”
“Uh…” Mia glanced over at Abby, who nodded. Mia turned back to him. “Just give me a moment.”
Abby stepped up to him. “Are you enjoying yourself?”
He sent her an innocent look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You didn’t know that you were charming my mother? And now I’m not good enough to get your coffee.”
He shrugged. “I just wanted to save us time.”
She crossed her arms. “You think I’m slow at getting coffee.”
“No. I just think it’ll take time to clean it up after you spill it again.”
“I did not spill it. You were supposed to have been holding it.”
“And yet I wasn’t. You just let it fall.”
“You reached for it. Your fingers…they touched mine.” She remembered that moment—the sensation of an electrical current that had started at her fingertips and pulsed up her arm. She averted her gaze so he wouldn’t see that the memory evoked a response in her. “You had it. You had the cup.”
Just then Mia returned and handed him his cup. “Anything else?”
He shook his head. “This is it.”
When Mia told him how much he owed, Abby said, “It’s on the house.”
Both Mia’s and Brad’s eyes widened. Why were they acting like it was such a big deal? He wasn’t the first person she’d given complimentary coffee. After all, she gave her mother free coffee all of the time.
Ignoring them both, Abby said, “Let’s go.” 
Not waiting for him, she turned and headed for the door. If he followed her, fine. If he didn’t, it would be more than fine with her.
When she stepped out onto the sidewalk, she heard him behind her: “So, where are we headed first?”
She inwardly groaned. It was only then she realized she’d spent so much time talking herself into being his tour guide that she hadn’t given any thought to the actual tour itself.






  
  Chapter Six


It began to snow… 
Halfway through the tour, the wind had picked up. Brad could see Abby’s red nose and pinkened cheeks. He was a quick study and knew she wasn’t going to let on that she was cold. Even though a good night’s sleep had him in a better mood, Abby still seemed less than pleased with him. He deserved it.
Still, he found himself enjoying her company. But with the frigid wind chill, he couldn’t let her keep walking around in the cold until she got frostbite. He glanced around, looking for a place where they could step inside and stay until she warmed up. Then he spotted Mel’s Grille.
He pointed it out. “Do they have good food?”
Abby nodded. “They have some of the best food in town. Are you hungry?”
He wasn’t particularly hungry, but she didn’t have to know that. “I didn’t have any breakfast.”
“We could grab some lunch.”
He arched a brow. “Are you sure you have time?”
“Uh, sure. The coffeeshop can survive a little longer without me.”
He nodded. “Good. It’s decided.”
As they made their way toward the diner, it appeared they weren’t the only ones with that idea. When they stepped inside, he glanced around to find approximately half of the tables were occupied.
As they were seated in a booth, he looked at her. “What do you recommend?”
“Do you like beef stew and homemade bread?” When he nodded, she said, “They have the best.”
“Okay then. That was an easy decision. What are you going to have?”
“I think I’ll have the same.” She settled back against the seat. 
Just then the server showed up to take their order of two stews and two hot coffees. He looked across at Abby and noticed her cheeks were still pink. She had such a natural beauty about her.
The more time he spent with her, the more he was starting to like her. As a friend. Period. They may have gotten off to a bumpy start, but he admired the way she kept her word to Sadie and gave him a tour of Bayberry, which included a tour of the candle company and a stop at the chocolate shop. He had a small bag of chocolates in his pocket for later.
And even though it was literally freezing outside, Abby didn’t complain. Granted, it was an abbreviated tour, but it was long enough for him to get the general impression of the town.
As though she could read his thoughts, Abby asked, “What do you think of Bayberry? It’s a great little town, right?”
He could see the twinkle in her warm brown eyes and hear the pride in her voice. He weighed his words. “It’s not so bad.”
Her brows rose. “Not so bad? That’s all you’ve got?”
He shrugged. A small town was a small town. It didn’t matter if it was in the heartland or in New England, they all had their drawbacks.
Her gaze narrowed. “Let me guess. You’re a big city guy. You think all small towns are boring.”
He shrugged again. He wasn’t going to get into this with her. “Something like that.”
“Give Bayberry a chance. It might surprise you.”
He shook his head. “I won’t be around long enough.”
“When are you leaving?”
He had a feeling she wouldn’t be disappointed to see him go. “Tomorrow. I have a morning flight to New York City and from there to Chicago.”
“But you’ll be back for the wedding. Maybe you’ll have more time then.”
“Perhaps.” Though he didn’t anticipate being in town long enough for it to change his opinion of small towns.
Just then the door to the diner opened. Even though his back was to the door, he could hear the sounds of passing vehicles and feel the cold breeze on the back of his neck. And when he noticed the bright smile on Abby’s face, he assumed that someone she knew had entered the diner.
The next thing he knew, Sadie and Reed were standing at the end of their table. The smile on Sadie’s face lit up her eyes.
Abby arched a brow. “Don’t you two have a lunch to attend?”
“We do.” Sadie continued to smile.
Reed gently elbowed Sadie. “But someone was so excited about the engagement that she forgot she’d insisted that she was bringing dessert. And so we stopped by to pick up a pie.”
“It looks like you two are having a good time.” Sadie beamed at them.
Brad couldn’t help but wonder if Sadie was always this perky or if it was due to the engagement. He also noticed that Abby didn’t leap in to deny Sadie’s assumption. Instead, Abby leaned back and gave a little shrug.
He wasn’t used to that sort of ambivalent reaction from the women he’d spent time with. Usually they enjoyed his company, but he hadn’t exactly gotten off to a good start with Abby. But he was starting to see that she was a lot nicer than he’d first given her credit.
“She is a good tour guide,” he said, hoping to smooth over things—at least a little.
Sadie gestured for Abby to move over. Abby’s eyes widened, but she moved over. Sadie sat down with a grin on her face.
“How about I go get the pie?” Reed asked.
“Oh, would you?” Sadie smiled at him. “I just want a couple of minutes to speak to Abby.”
Reed sent Sadie a look, as though it were some non-verbal conversation. Then he walked toward the counter.
This sounded like the perfect moment for Brad to excuse himself. He cleared his throat. “I’ll, uh, just go help Reed with that pie.”
When he went to stand, Sadie said, “No. Stay. Please.”
He had to admit he was curious to hear what she had to say. He noticed how Sadie kept glancing over her shoulder in Reed’s direction. What was that about?
He didn’t think they were fighting. He’d seen the love in their eyes when they looked at each other. So, what was going on?
“I need both of you to help me,” Sadie said.
Immediately Abby said, “Sure. Just let me know what you need.”
Sadie’s expectant gaze moved to Brad.
He froze. He barely knew her. But now he knew what the glances over her shoulder were about. She didn’t want Reed to know about whatever she was about to say. 
He swallowed hard. “What do you have in mind?”
Sadie once more glanced over her shoulder. Reed was standing at the counter, talking to an older gentleman. Then Sadie turned her attention back to them. “The short and sweet of it is I was so touched by how Reed went out of his way to surprise me with that romantic proposal. Now I want to surprise him with an engagement party. Can you help me plan it?”
“Yes,” Abby said. “It’ll be so fun. When were you thinking?”
“The middle of January? You know, after the fun of the holidays is over and people need something fun to look forward to.” Sadie’s gaze moved to him. “Brad, will you help with the planning? I mean, you know what Reed likes and stuff.”
Talk about being put on the spot. His gaze moved from Abby to Sadie, who had a pleading look in her eyes. How was he supposed to say no?
Still, he wasn’t a party planner. And he had a business to run. They didn’t need him for this party stuff.
But when he leaned forward and opened his mouth, he said, “Sure. I’ll do what I can.”
Sadie glanced over her shoulder. “Here he comes. Remember, it’s a secret. And thank you.”
“So, what did I miss?” Reed’s gaze moved around the table.
Brad settled back in his seat. He wasn’t touching this one. When Reed’s gaze shifted to him for answers, Brad shrugged.
“I was just gushing to them about my beautiful ring and how amazing the proposal was last night.” She stood and stared into Reed’s eyes. “How did I get this lucky?” She leaned over and pressed a quick kiss to Reed’s lips.
Brad couldn’t deny that they were crazy about each other. Originally, he’d thought Reed was acting rashly with only meeting Sadie a few months ago and now proposing. Brad thought he’d arrive and save his best friend from making the biggest mistake of his life.
Obviously, that had been a miscalculation on his part. He just wondered if their feelings were strong enough to go the distance. For Reed’s sake, he hoped so.
“We should get going,” Sadie said with a cheerful lilt to her voice.
Brad didn’t say anything. Neither did Abby. When Reed said he’d see him later, Brad merely nodded.
After they departed, their food arrived. Brad had to admit that the hearty stew smelled delicious. His stomach rumbled its agreement.
After a couple of bites, Abby asked, “Isn’t it the best?”
He couldn’t deny it. “It’s really good.”
“I’m telling you, Bayberry is going to grow on you.”
“All because I like the stew?” He was highly doubtful.
“Wait until you try the bread. It’s baked fresh each day. It’s so soft that it practically melts in your mouth.”
Boy, was she laying it on thick. Bread was bread. It couldn’t be that good. 
He picked up a thick cut slice and noticed that it was warm. Surely it wasn’t still warm from the oven. No. Impossible.
When he went to take a bite, Abby said, “You need to add some butter.” She slid the small bowl with pads of butter toward him. “Go ahead.”
He was actually going to dunk the bread into the stew, but noticing the eager look in her brown eyes, he relented. He grabbed his knife and slathered butter over the still-warm bread. Immediately the butter softened.
The bread reminded him of visiting his grandmother when he was a kid. His gran loved to bake. Bread was her specialty. She’d slice him a piece and top it with butter and currant jelly. Mm… He hadn’t visited that memory in ages.
He took a bite of the bread, and it swept him back in time. As he chewed, his eyes closed. In his mind’s eyes, he was once more that innocent little boy back in his grandmother’s warm kitchen. It was before he knew how cruel the world could be. He missed those days.
“See. I told you it’s good.” Abby’s voice drew him back to the present day.
His eyes snapped open. When she looked at him with that I-told-you-so look on her beautiful face with a twinkle in her eyes, he felt a strange sensation in his chest.
“It is good.” He took another bite of the bread. He couldn’t decide which he liked more, the bread or the stew. But at the moment, he had more important matters on his mind. “Do you think Sadie was serious about having an engagement party?”
Abby’s brows scrunched together. “Why wouldn’t she be?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to make it back for the party.”
“But you have to. You’re the best man.”
“A best man that has obligations in Chicago.”
Ding.
He pulled his phone from his pocket. It had been going off during the tour of Bayberry, but he’d chosen to ignore it. He told himself that he was drawn in by the quaintness of the town, but it might have been the tour guide who had him ignoring his work. That didn’t happen often. In fact, it’d never happened before.
He liked his work. It was something he could rely on. Unlike some of the people who’d passed through his life, his work was always there and always in need of his attention. 
As he checked his text messages, Abby asked, “Anything important?”
He shook his head as he put the phone face down on the tabletop. “Nothing that needs my immediate attention.”
Ding.
Ding.
Ding.
What was going on? He lifted his phone and checked his messages. He could feel Abby’s gaze on him, as though she were waiting for an update.
But the more he read, the more concerned he became. There was a problem with the server that housed the Rumor Quill, their publication. His assistant had already alerted their technical support. But he felt as though this was something that might need his attention.
After lunch, Abby said, “Do you want to continue the tour?”
He gave a quick shake of his head. “I can’t. There’s a business emergency. I’m going to head back to the B&B to work on things.”
“Do you want to meet up later to plan the party?”
He hadn’t been expecting that question. “I don’t think you want me helping with the party. It’s not my area of expertise.”
“But you’re the best man.”
A frown pulled at the corners of his lips. He had a feeling he was going to hear that line a lot over the next several months until the wedding in May. “I can’t this evening. I’m having dinner with Reed and Sadie.”
“That’s okay. We can do it before. How about four o’clock at the coffeehouse?” She sent him a smile, as though she’d solved all of his problems.
She was practically impossible to deny. It would give him a few hours to work. “Okay.”
Ding.
He glanced at his phone. There was another problem with the newspaper’s software. He couldn’t tell without digging into things if this was one big problem or a bunch of non-related problems. His finger moved rapidly over the screen as he typed a response to his assistant.
He paid the bill and then said, “I really have to go, but I’ll see you later.”
He got up and headed back to the B&B. It was there he found out that things were worse than he’d imagined. Their system had been hacked. And whoever it was had locked them out and was ransoming the key code for them to get back inside.
This problem was worse than what he could deal with remotely. He needed to be back in the office. It was time to cut this trip short, which was a shame because he didn’t have time to remind Reed how much he loved living in Chicago. Brad had been hoping to convince the happy couple to move to the city after the wedding. But all of that would have to wait.
On his way to the airport, he phoned Reed. He didn’t let on the gravity of the situation. He wanted to give Reed the weekend to celebrate his engagement before he told him that their business was in serious trouble.
And then he realized he was supposed to meet Abby that evening to plan the engagement party. He didn’t have her number so he got it from Reed.
He didn’t have a chance to phone her until he reached the airport. As he stood in the security line, there was an announcement over the loud speaker, and there was a noisy group behind him. He decided it would be easier to message her. His finger moved over the screen.
Brad: Can’t meet up. On my way back to Chicago. I’m sure you’ll do fine with the party.


He slipped his phone back into his jacket pocket. He checked the flight status board and found he was late, but his plane was on time. If he didn’t hurry, he was going to miss his flight.
Ding.
He hoped it wasn’t more bad news. Just then the line surged forward. When he came to a stop again, he pulled his phone from his pocket. When he saw it was a message from Abby, he was surprised. He honestly wasn’t expecting to hear back from her.
He gave his phone a quick glance before placing it on the belt with his other possessions to be scanned.
Abby: You can’t dump the whole party on me!


He could hear the anger radiating from her printed words. She didn’t understand the gravity of what he was dealing with, or she wouldn’t have said that. But he didn’t have time to explain it to her.
Once he made it through the security checkpoint, he took off at a run to his gate. He couldn’t miss this flight. It was the last one that day. With that thought in mind, he moved faster, zigzagging through the other travelers.
He made it to the gate just in time. He was the last person to board the plane. They literally closed the door behind him.






  
  Chapter Seven

Christmas Eve


Another Christmas alone… 
Abby had just returned from her mother’s house, where they’d had dinner with friends and exchanged Secret Santa gifts. She ended up with the best gift. It was a cute little basket with fuzzy socks, a nail polish kit, and bath bombs. She’d already put on the teal-colored socks. They were so soft.
With the Christmas tree lights on, Abby curled up on her couch with pen, paper, and her laptop. Instead of going out, she was staying in and planning Sadie and Reed’s engagement party. A frown pulled at the corners of her lips.
It wasn’t that she minded planning the party; it was that she wasn’t supposed to be doing it alone. She knew she could call Carrie and Kate. They would drop everything to help her, but it was the holidays, and they were with their significant others. Abby didn’t want to ruin it for them. 
Besides, Brad was supposed to be helping her. She hadn’t heard from him since he abruptly left Bayberry. She originally thought he’d skipped out because he didn’t want to help with the party, but a day later, Sadie told her that there was a serious problem with the business. Sadie didn’t give her any specifics, but that had been a few weeks ago. Surely by now the problem was resolved.
She reached for her phone. Before she had time to talk herself out of it, her fingers moved over the screen as she sent Brad a message.
Abby: Silver or gold?


She was prepared for him to ignore her, but she wasn’t going to make it easy on him. She set aside her phone, not expecting him to get back to her. Instead, she turned her attention back to her laptop as she looked at all of the party decorations.
It appeared the whole town wanted to celebrate their engagement, so this was going to be a big party. They’d already reserved the community hall. Something told her this was going to be a huge wedding. But that wasn’t her problem…at least not yet.
Ding.
She picked up her phone, wondering if it was Sadie pestering her again to go out with them that evening. There was the annual Candlelight Dance at the community hall that evening. But she didn’t have a date. And she certainly didn’t want to be a third wheel.
When she picked up her phone, she was surprised to find Brad’s name on it. She honestly didn’t think he’d take time to respond to her.
Brad: Silver


Brad: Wait. What’s it for?


She let out a laugh. Typical man. Answer the question and then find out what it’s referencing.
Abby: The color scheme for the engagement party.


Brad: Are those the only color options?


Abby: White?


Brad: It’s not very colorful


The problem was that Sadie hadn’t had time to figure out the color scheme for her wedding party. So, it was impossible to coordinate the decorations with the wedding colors, and they were on their own to come up with something pretty.
Abby: What do you suggest?


Brad: Blue


Abby: Blue, what?


Brad: Silver and blue decorations. Everyone likes blue.


Abby started to type a response, but then she paused. Blue and silver. It did sound pretty. And Sadie had on a blue sweater the other day, so she obviously approves of the color.
Abby backspaced until her response was erased. And then she started again.
Abby: Blue and silver approved.


Abby: Any ideas about what to do with the guest list?


Brad: What about it?


Abby: Abby wants it to be a surprise party. But the whole town will want to attend.


Brad: And…


Abby: The more people who know, the bigger chance of Reed finding out.


Brad: …


The three dots kept blinking on the screen, as though he was writing something. But then the three dots disappeared. Had he erased what he’d written?
Maybe he’d gotten bored of party planning. Or perhaps he’d gotten distracted by work. Then she glanced at the clock to see that it was after eight in the evening of Christmas Eve. He shouldn’t be working.
With a sigh, she set aside her phone. She turned her attention back to her computer, but then she hesitated. She still had no idea if she could pull off a big “surprise” party. Maybe they would be better off changing it to a small and intimate affair.
Ding. She reached for her phone.
Brad: Plan the party incognito.


She frowned as she read his message a couple of times. Incognito? She didn’t get it.
Abby: ???


Brad: Plan the surprise party but call it something else. Like a birthday party.


The lightbulb went off in her head. Oh! Good idea. She paused to give it some thought. Who did she know with a January birthday? And then it came to her—Kate. She could get her to go along with the idea.
Abby: Great idea. Did anyone ever tell you that you’re good at being sneaky?


Brad: I’m not sure how to take that.


Abby: In this instance, it’s a compliment.


Brad: Compliment accepted.


Abby: I thought you would have come back for Christmas.


She automatically pressed send before she had a chance to reconsider her words. She stared at the words on the screen. It sounded like she wanted to see him, but that wasn’t the truth. She’d be fine if she never saw him again. Maybe she should explain…
Abby: I mean so we could work on the party plans.


Backspace. Backspace. Backspace…
Brad: I’m spending the holiday with my mother.


Abby didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of him being with family. She supposed there was a bit of lone wolf in him. Or maybe she’d read him wrong.
Brad: Aren’t you with your mother?


Abby: I was earlier. I could only eat so many sugar cookies.


Brad: Now I understand.


Abby: Understand what?


Brad: Why you’re party planning on Christmas Eve.


She frowned as she stared at the message. He was judging her? From everything she’d learned about him, he was a workaholic.
Abby: What are you doing this evening?


Her question was greeted with a distinct silence, or in this case, a lack of messaging. Did he have a date? The thought left an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of her stomach. She chose to ignore the sensation.
She should just leave him alone. After all, she had the party plans to focus on. And now that she had a color scheme, she could get on with ordering the rest of the decorations, as well as the invitations.
Knock. Knock.
The sound startled her. Who could that be? She glanced at the time. It was going on nine o’clock. Her friends—Kate, Carrie, and Sadie—would all be at the Candlelight dance. So, who was knocking at her door?
She set aside her laptop and rushed to the door. When she peered through the peephole, she saw her friend and next-door neighbor. Sienna was about her age, maybe a year or two younger. She was a single mom with an adorable little girl.
Abby swung the door open. “Hey, Sienna.”
Sienna stood there, holding her daughter’s hand. “I’m sorry to bother you. Annie and I were making some sugar cookies for Santa, and we ran out of sugar. And the store in town is closed. Would you have any extra? I promise to replace it.”
“Ah…” She had to think if she had any left. “Yes, I think I do. Come on in.” She turned and headed into the kitchen. “I don’t know how much I have left. I haven’t made it to the store since I baked.”
“We just need a half a cup or so.”
Ding.
So, now Brad decides to respond to her. It was almost like he knew she was distracted and wouldn’t be able to rush over to pick up her phone. She was still curious if he was on a date.
She pushed thoughts of Brad to the back of her mind as she opened the kitchen cabinet. Inside was a yellow sack of sugar. When she picked it up, she found it was half empty.
With it in hand, she turned to Sienna and Annie. “It doesn’t feel like there’s much left. I hope it’ll be enough.”
“Thank you.” Sienna accepted the bag. “Feels like it’ll be plenty. We really appreciate this, especially Santa.” She glanced down at her daughter. “Right, Annie?”
Her three-year-old daughter wordlessly nodded her head.
After they left, Abby couldn’t help but think about how reserved Annie always was. They were new in town, and Abby hadn’t had a chance to get to know them better. But she knew there wasn’t a husband or father in the picture. In that moment, she knew what her New Year’s resolution was: to slow down and take time to know people better.
With a smile, she headed back to the couch.
Ding.
It seemed like Brad was in a chatty mood. She picked up her phone and found that only one of the two messages was from him. The other was from her mother reminding her that Christmas brunch would be at eleven…just like it was every year. She typed back that she wouldn’t be late.
She moved back to Brad’s message.
Brad: I’m on a blind date. *frowning emoji* 


A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Not that she wanted him to be miserable.
Abby: What happened to Christmas with your mother?


Immediately his response pinged back at her.
Brad: She set me up on this date. My mother does not have good taste.


Abby let out a laugh. His mother was playing matchmaker. She counted herself as fortunate that her mother had never tried such a thing. She inwardly shuddered at the thought of who her mother would set her up with.
Abby: Have fun!


Brad: *frowning emoji*


Buzz-buzz.
The ringing startled her. Surely he wasn’t calling her when he was out on a date with someone else—even if it was a blind date. She looked down at the phone, which was still in her hand. When she saw Sadie’s name, she breathed a sigh of relief.
Abby: Gotta go!


For the rest of the evening, Brad kept intruding in her thoughts. She really wanted to know if his date had gotten any better. Just as quickly, she would remind herself that it was none of her business.






  
  Chapter Eight

New Year’s Eve


Aweek had passed since he’d heard from her. 
Brad was still at the office, working on the final patch to secure their server from being hacked again. He had worked night and day, even spending some nights in his office until they’d regained control of their databases.
He was almost to the point where he could breathe easy again. But that worried him. He couldn’t help but wonder what new problem would befall them next.
But in between all of the work, he found his thoughts often drifting back to Abby. For some reason, he’d expected more messages asking him a random question, like what color he thought the flowers should be.
Maybe he should check in and see how the party preparations were going. If nothing else, he could offer to pay for the decorations. It wasn’t a lot, but it was something. He reached for his phone.
Brad: How are things going?


He set aside his phone, not expecting an immediate response. And yet a few seconds later, his phone dinged.
Abby: Are you on another blind date?


He let out a laugh. That wasn’t the response he’d been expecting. He thought back to his mother’s matchmaking. Her and her neighbor got it into their heads that their single offsprings should get together.
It didn’t work out. He wasn’t interested in dating. And his date already had a rocker boyfriend who had a lot of tattoos that she didn’t think his mother would approve of.
Brad: Definitely not. Do you have a New Year’s date?


It wasn’t until he sent the message that he realized his error. He didn’t want her to read too much into his question. It wasn’t like he cared who she dated.
Just then an image filled his mind of her all dressed up and sitting in a restaurant with some guy as she stared adoringly into his eyes. A frown pulled at the corners of Brad’s lips. He shoved aside the image.
Abby: Oh, yes. He’s amazing.


Brad: That’s great.


His back teeth ground together. He didn’t know why he let her date bother him. After all, she was annoying and pushy. She was everything he didn’t want in a date. And yet the knowledge that she was out on a date that she was enjoying left a sour feeling in the pit of her stomach.
Abby: He’s so handsome. He’s a total gentleman. He’s a prince.


Brad rolled his eyes: He sounds perfect.


Abby: He is.


He should end this conversation. He didn’t want to discuss this perfect guy. And yet he couldn’t stop his fingers from moving over the screen.
Brad: Where did you meet Mr. Perfect?


Abby: On my television.


Brad: What?


Abby: *laughing emoji* He’s a character in a movie.


He reread her response. Was she serious? He breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t know why it mattered to him if she was alone or not. Maybe it was because he didn’t want to be the only one without plans for the New Year.
Brad: So, you’re spending another holiday alone at home?


Abby: I told you I’m not alone. I have a hottie on the television.


He smiled and shook his head. He’d certainly misjudged her the first time they’d met. She was fun and kept him guessing.
Brad: I still think that is considered being alone.


Abby: *frowning emoji* Don’t ruin it for me.


Brad: Sorry. Wouldn’t want to spoil your hot date with an illusion.


Abby: Hey, don’t be rude. Let a girl dream.


Brad let out another laugh. She definitely had more spunk than he’d originally given her credit for. She intrigued him. Too bad she lived so far away.
Brad: How are plans for the party going?


Abby: Good. No thanks to you.


Ouch! But he supposed he deserved it. He should figure out a way to make it up to her. But how?
Brad: Sorry about that. But it probably worked out for the best.


Abby: Says the man who hasn’t helped.


Brad: Is there anything left to do?


Abby: Yes. Thought you’d never ask.


Brad: What is it? Order flowers? Balloons?


Abby: You need to arrive a day early to decorate.


Decorate? He thought about asking if she was serious, but even via a text message he knew she was dead serious. Guilt smacked him in the face. He hadn’t even been planning to attend the party. He didn’t do those sorts of events. And with the problems at the office, he should really stay home.
Brad: I don’t think you want me decorating.


Abby: Do you know how to tie a knot?


Brad: Seriously?


Abby: Just answer the question.


Brad expelled an exasperated sigh: Yes.


Abby: Do you know how to tape things?


Brad rolled his eyes: Yes.


Abby: You’re hired.


He hadn’t planned to return to Bayberry so quickly. In fact, he hadn’t been planning to return until the wedding. He’d been hoping to convince Reed and Sadie to visit him in Chicago.
But he’d had to leave Bayberry before he’d been able to have the conversation with Reed. In fact, they hadn’t had much time to talk about anything but work in the past few weeks. Perhaps this was just the excuse he needed to pop in and plant some seeds in Reed’s mind about moving his family to Chicago.
With that thought in mind, he lifted his phone and began typing.
Brad: I’ll be there.


Abby: Are you sure?


Brad: Of course.


Abby: It’s just I wonder if another work emergency is going to come up.


Brad: It won’t.


Abby: Remember the party is a secret. You’ll have to sneak into town.


Brad: Sneak???


Abby: Yes. Sadie wants to surprise Reed.


Brad hesitated: Okay. I’ll do my best.


Instead of going to a New Year’s party or watching television as the ball dropped in Times Square, Brad made airline reservations. He wasn’t sure about this sneaking around stuff, but it was for Reed, so he’d do it.






  
  Chapter Nine

Evening before surprise engagement party


She was truly surprised. 
Abby didn’t think Brad would show up for the engagement party. She was certain he would find some excuse to get out of it. But at this moment, he was standing on a ladder as he put up blue streamers.
He’d arrived that morning and surprised her at the Steaming Brew. She’d quickly drawn him into her office. She had to remind him numerous times that he was supposed to fly under the radar.
He wasn’t happy about it. He said Reed would love the party whether it was a surprise or not. Eventually, she won the argument, but it meant keeping Brad with her all day.
“What do you think?” Brad stepped down off the ladder.
She glanced up at the streamers. She searched for something she could give him a hard time about, but she didn’t see anything amiss. He’d really done a decent job, and he hadn’t complained. Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all.
Still, there had to be something to give him a hard time about. She pointed to a random streamer. “Is that hanging lower than the others?”
He glanced up in the general direction she’d pointed. “I don’t see anything.”
She squinted as she stared up at the non-existent flaw. “It’s right there.”
He approached her and turned, as though trying to see it through her eyes. “I’m still not seeing it.”
After having a bit of fun, she turned to him with a smile. “I’m just giving you a hard time.”
He continued to stare up at the streamers. “Are you sure? Because I can fix it.”
He got points for wanting to do a good job. Maybe the night of the tree lighting, they’d just gotten off to a bad start. Perhaps he was a good guy after all.
“I’m positive. Do you have plans for dinner?” The words were out of her mouth before she realized it was a silly question, considering he was supposed to be in hiding.
His brows scrunched together as he rubbed the back of his neck, as though he were trying to find a way to let her down gently. Now, why had she gone and asked him that?
“I, uh, just want to make sure that you don’t go somewhere Reed will see you.” She was pleased with her cover.
The lines between his brows smoothed. “I was just going to go back to the B&B.”
“They don’t serve dinner. Just breakfast.”
“Oh.” Frown lines bracketed his eyes and mouth.
Then, feeling obligated, she said, “I can make us something to eat at my place.”
His eyes widened as he stared directly at her. “Are you asking me to dinner?”
Her heart beat faster as heat gathered in her chest. Did he really think she was asking him on an official date? All of a sudden her cheeks felt like they were on fire.
“No.” The answer came out faster than she would have liked. “It’s just that I can’t have you starving to death on my watch. Reed and Sadie would never forgive me.”
Amusement danced in his blue eyes, which made her all the more uncomfortable with this conversation. “Are you sure that’s all?”
“Positive. Let’s clean up and get going.” She turned her back to him, all the while willing her heartbeat to slow down. 
It didn’t take them long to pick up their supplies. Abby put them in her purple tote and slung it over her shoulder. Brad grabbed the black garbage bag and the now-empty cardboard box.
“There’s a dumpster out back,” she said. “We’ll go out that way.”
They headed out the back door. With it being winter, it was already dark out at five thirty. Brad tossed the empty box and bag of trash into the dumpster before joining her at the car.
After they both got into the car, she started the engine and then adjusted the heater settings. “It’ll take a moment for it to warm up.”
She put the car in gear and then drove around to the front of the building. She came to a stop to let people on the sidewalk pass in front of the car. Beneath the lamppost, she recognized two of those people. Sadie and Reed.
The breath caught in her lungs. What were they doing here? Sadie was supposed to keep him away from the community hall. Wait. Did this mean he knew about the party? Please say it isn’t so. They’d worked so hard to keep it a secret. For Reed to find out now just wasn’t right.
Her first instinct was to put the car in reverse, but it was too late. Reed was already looking in her direction. She froze.
“Duck,” she hissed.
“What?” Brad’s voice had a note of surprise.
“It’s Reed. You need to duck so he doesn’t see you.”
“I’m not ducking.” There was now a firmness to his voice.
“You’re going to ruin everything.”
As Reed and Sadie turned in their direction, she realized he was right. It was too late for him to hide. Sadie was a couple steps behind Reed. She was mouthing, “Sorry.”
Abby felt like this was a deer-in-headlights moment. She didn’t know how to fix this moment. Did he know about the party?
When Reed stepped up to the car, it jarred her into motion. She put down the window. “Hi, guys.”
Reed bent over and looked past her to Brad. “What are you doing here?”
She glanced over at Reed. The longer Brad remained silent, the worse this moment became. Her mind was frantically bouncing around, trying to find a logical reason for Brad to be in her car on a random January evening. She was coming up with nothing.
And then at last an excuse came to her. She uttered it before she could weigh the pros and cons. “He’s here to see me.”
“You?” Reed’s eyes widened. “I, uh, I had no idea.” And then a smile appeared on his face. “I didn’t know that you two had hit it off so well.”
Her heart was racing. Why had she gone and told him that? Now she had to think of how to legitimize her fictitious relationship with Brad. 
“We’ve been messaging each other,” she said. It was the actual truth.
Reed looked pleased. “That’s great. It gives Brad yet another reason to visit Bayberry more often.”
Abby’s gaze moved past Reed. Sadie stood there with a disapproving frown on her face. Her friend momentarily closed her eyes before shaking her head.
“What are you guys doing over here?” Brad asked. “Wait. Are you planning to have dinner at Wright’s Eatery?”
“Wright’s Eatery?” She hadn’t even thought about it.
“Yes.” Sadie stepped forward. “Reed has had a craving for their pastrami panini all day.”
“Why don’t you join us?” Reed glanced over at Brad. “What do you say?”
Brad casually shrugged. “Sounds good to me.”
Reed nodded. “We’ll get a table while you find a parking spot.”
After the window was up and Abby drove down the street, Brad turned to her. “Why did you tell him that?”
Thankfully, it was dark in the car so he couldn’t see her heated cheeks. “It was all I could think of to keep him from guessing about the party.”
This was such a mess. How was she going to fix it? Because there was no way she was going to play kissy-face with Brad all evening.






  
  Chapter Ten


What was she thinking? 
He wasn’t romantically interested in her. Not in the least.
Brad sat next to Abby in the cozy booth. Their shoulders touched. A frown pulled at his lips. The food had been delivered to the table by the time he realized she was left-handed. With him being right-handed, they had dueling elbows. This whole thing was awkward at best. Still, he didn’t say anything.
Brad had just taken a bite of food when Reed said, “It’s so great that you two are dating.” With a big smile on his face, he looked over at Sadie. “Isn’t it great?”
Sadie’s eyes widened, and her face contorted as though she’d swallowed the wrong way. After a bit of coughing, she nodded as she patted her chest. “Uh… Yes. Yes, it is.” Then she leaned toward Reed and lowered her voice. “But it’s really none of our business.”
“But they’re our best friends. And I’m happy for them.” Reed practically beamed with happiness.
The more Reed smiled, the more uncomfortable Brad became with this fake relationship. By this time the next day, the truth would be out there. He just had to hope that Reed was so happy with the surprise party that he overlooked the fact that him dating Abby was nothing more than a white lie.
“Hey, I have an idea.” Reed had that look in his eyes that always worried Brad. “After dinner, we should head over to Sonny’s Jukebox for some music and dance.”
Brad was shaking his head before Reed finished speaking.
“Oh, come on.” Reed smiled as his gaze moved between him and Abby. “It’ll be good practice for the wedding.”
Brad was ready to come clean. After all, this charade was getting ridiculous. And if he didn’t know better, he’d bet that Reed was onto them. His friend was really pushing this dating thing when it had to be obvious to everyone else at the table that he and Abby would not make a good couple.
“This is great,” Reed said. “Just think that soon you guys can be as happy as Sadie and I are.”
Abby choked on her soda. She handled it better than he would have because if he had a mouthful of soda when Reed spoke, he probably would have sprayed cola across the table.
That was it. He was calling an end to this charade. “Listen, Reed, it’s not like you’re thinking.”
Reed’s eyes lit up with amusement. “Relax. I’m just giving you a hard time. I know you two are just getting to know each other. But I owed you for skipping out early on my engagement weekend.”
Brad and the two ladies took a collective sigh. Even as Reed assured Sadie that he’d let up on them, Brad still had to wonder if Reed was onto them. Or maybe he was just overanalyzing things. It was a casualty of his profession.
Maybe if he’d stayed in the office instead of flying to Vermont for the holidays, he could have stopped the attack before any damage had been done. Maybe they wouldn’t have spent many weeks repairing their system and putting in place new safeguards.
Speaking of which, he reached for his phone. It was set up to send him hourly updates about the system’s security. People wouldn’t believe how often the bots attempted to breach their system.
“Relax,” Reed said. “The company will survive while you’re out of the office. And I promise to stop giving you a hard time so you can quit frowning.”
Brad returned the phone to his pocket. He sent his friend a slight smile.
Just then the server stopped by their table and began clearing the dishes. When she placed the check on the table, both Reed and himself reached for it. Reed was a split second faster than he was.
“I’ll pay.” Brad held out his hand.
Reed shook his head. “You’re a guest. I’ve got this.”
“At least let me pay for Abby and myself.”
“Hey,” Abby objected. “I can pay for myself. Thank you very much.”
The next thing he knew, everyone at the table was tossing cash into the center of the table. At least their server was going to get a generous tip.
Reed smiled and shook his head. “So much for a guy trying to do something nice for his friends.”
They made their way outside, and everyone piled into Abby’s car for the short drive to the Jukebox. He wasn’t sure what to expect with a name like that.
Brad wanted to call an end to the evening. This felt way too much like a real double date. Sure, Abby was good-looking, better than good-looking. But they would never make a couple. They were too… He struggled for a reason.
She was too small town. And he was too big city. That’s all the reason he needed.

      [image: ]What was wrong with him?
Abby was glad this wasn’t a real date because she would have made an excuse and left already. He looked like he was waiting in the dentist’s office to have all of his teeth extracted.
How could Reed believe his best friend was there to see her, when Brad hadn’t said a word to her since they’d stepped inside Sonny’s Jukebox? 
He could have at least made small talk about the fifties décor. With the black and white tile floor, the aqua and white vinyl booths, and the pink walls with a whole host of memorabilia, there was a lot to talk about. There were even neon pink lights going around the edge of the ceiling. This place was…perhaps a decorator’s nightmare.
Still, Brad said nothing. Maybe she could plead a problem at the coffeeshop. Then she checked the time on her watch and realized it was already closed. She doubted anyone would believe that excuse anyway. The coffeeshop never had emergencies.
Finally, she excused herself to go to the ladies’ room. Sadie tagged along. As they touched up their lip gloss, Sadie asked, “What’s going on with you and Brad?”
Heat rushed up her neck and settled in her cheeks. As nonchalantly as she could muster, she said, “What do you mean?”
“You two are supposed to act like you’re into each other, but it seems like you hate each other. Soon Reed is going to know that something is up.”
Abby slipped her lip gloss into her bag before turning to her friend. “You should be having this conversation with Brad. He hasn’t said a word to me since we left the restaurant.” She couldn’t exactly blame him. Being thrown into a fake relationship with someone he didn’t like was extremely uncomfortable. “This was a mistake. Can’t we just tell Reed the truth?”
“No.” Sadie’s voice was firm as she shook her head. “We made it this far without him finding out. We just need to make it until tomorrow for the “birthday” party.” Sadie used air quotes. “Thankfully, Kate didn’t mind us borrowing her birthday, and the guests are willing to go along with the cover story.”
At that moment, the next day seemed like a lifetime away. Abby lifted her gaze to meet Sadie’s. “I don’t think he believes Brad is into me.”
“Maybe if you two loosened up and talked.” Sadie sighed. “I know I’m asking a lot, but please don’t quit. I need this surprise party to show Reed that I’m as invested in this wedding as he is. That proposal was something I’ll be telling our grandchildren about.” She got a dreamy look in her eyes. “He’s such a great guy. He’s thoughtful and kind.”
“Okay. Okay. I’ll keep up the charade. But you need to have this conversation with Brad. He’s totally shut down. I can’t pull this off by myself.”
“Okay.” Sadie turned and headed out the door.
What just happened? Was Sadie really going to speak to Brad? How was she going to make that happen without raising Reed’s suspicion?
Abby rushed out the door after her. When Sadie was on a mission, she moved swiftly.
On the way, Abby got waylaid by her assistant manager. “Hey, Mia. How did closing go?”
She was a steady, reliable employee who had been working at the Steaming Brew for three years. If Abby needed something done, she knew Mia would make sure it was done properly. It was why Abby had given her the promotion without any reservations.
Mia worried her bottom lip. “There’s something I need to tell you. I tried to call you, but you didn’t pick up.”
Abby reached for her back pocket but found it empty. Then she recalled taking out her phone to take a picture of the hall to send Sadie. She must have put it down and forgot to pick it back up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear it.”
“It’s okay. But you need to know that the espresso machine quit working. Like it’s totally done for.” Worry shone in Mia’s eyes. “I’m so, so sorry.”
Abby knew the machine was old. In fact, it was old when she picked it up second-hand. But she’d really been hoping it would hang in there a little bit longer so she could save up some money for a new one.
“It’s not your fault. It’s old. And it has been giving me some fits lately. I’ve known that it was going to need to be replaced. I was just hoping for a little more time. I’ll look at it in the morning.” Just then the band started to play a new set. Abby had to raise her voice to be heard. “Is that the only problem?”
Mia nodded. “Oh, there’s Paige. Gotta go.”
After they said their goodbyes, Abby made her way over to the table. There were four chairs around the table, and only one of them was occupied.
She pulled out one across from Reed. “Where is everyone?”
Reed gestured behind her. She scooted around to find Sadie dancing with Brad to some old-time rock-n-roll. For the first time since they’d started this ridiculous charade, Brad’s shoulders weren’t rigid, and the smile on his handsome face looked to be genuine. She got an uncomfortable sensation in the pit of her stomach, but she refused to examine it too closely.
She turned away, but that left her facing Reed. And though they were friendly, they weren’t exactly friends. The things she knew about him were what Sadie had relayed to her. So, it was time to make small talk.
“I heard we’re due for more snow next week.” Abby inwardly sighed that the weather was the first thing she thought of to talk about.
Reed nodded as his gaze moved from her to the dance floor, where his bride-to-be was dancing with his best friend. Then his gaze returned to her. “He’s a really good guy. You’ll see that once you get to know him better.”
Abby inwardly groaned. Talking about Brad and their fake relationship did not fall under the category of small talk.
“I’m sure he is.” She forced a small smile to her lips.
“He has a habit of putting up barriers, but don’t let that stop you. He’s really worth going the distance for.” The next thing she knew, Reed was out of his seat and standing next to her with his hand held out to her. “Shall we dance?”
Normally, she’d pass, but that would mean continuing to sit at the table, discussing Brad, and that was the last thing she wanted to do. So, she nodded as she placed her hand in his and got to her feet. Reed immediately released her hand as he stepped back to let her lead the way to the dance floor.
They were playing a fast number making it nearly impossible to have a conversation while dancing. It was a welcome distraction. She didn’t want to continue their conversation about Brad. But Reed was being cryptic. And now there were all of these questions floating around in her mind.
Why would Brad put up barriers? Was he some sort of confirmed bachelor? Or had someone hurt him deeply in the past?
And why was Reed pushing for her to stick with Brad? Did he really think there was something going on between them? Or was he onto them and just getting a little payback?
She gave the last question a little more thought. There was nothing she knew about Reed that would suggest he would seek payback, which left her with the knowledge that he was looking out for his friend. She was happy that Brad had a friend like that. She was lucky enough to have three of them: Sadie, Carrie, and Kate.
Just then she realized they were dancing next to Reed and Sadie. When she smiled at Brad, she noticed that he smiled back, but it wasn’t the big, warm smile that she’d witnessed him sharing with Sadie. Instead, his face now looked a bit stiff, and his icy-blue eyes told her nothing. If they were doors to his soul, those doors were firmly closed to her.
The song ended, and a slow song started to play. Before Abby could excuse herself and make her way back to the table, she heard Reed say, “Okay, time to swap partners. I need a dance with my bride.”
Reed moved fast, and the next thing Abby knew, Brad was standing in front of her. She had to crane her neck to look into his eyes.
“Don’t just stand there, you two,” Reed said. “Dance.”
Brad held up his arms as though an invitation for her to step into his embrace. She supposed it would look strange if she were to turn around and walk back to the table now.
And so, she stepped forward. His right arm wrapped around her. His hand pressed against the small of her back. His left hand grasped hers. And then they were swaying to the music.
Not knowing what to say to him, she averted her gaze. She could tell when guys were into her, and he definitely wasn’t into her. And that was fine with her. Just because he was the most handsome man she’d ever met didn’t mean she wanted to date him.
When he drew her closer, her heart skipped a beat or two. It was then she noticed how broad his shoulders were and how muscled his arms were. Not that she was the least bit interested in him beyond friends.
Besides, after the wedding was over, she doubted she would see much of him again. He’d already made it clear he loved Chicago, and he was not impressed with Bayberry.
“You’re awfully quiet.” His deep voice drew her from her thoughts.
When she lifted her head to look at him, she suddenly realized just how close they were. Her heart started to pound. All she had to do was rise up on her tiptoes and lean forward ever so slightly, and they would be kissing.
The thought was so tempting. She wondered what it’d be like to feel his lips on hers. Would his kiss be quick and passionate? Or would it be slow and tender?






  
  Chapter Eleven


“Abby?” 
His voice drew Abby from her errant thoughts. She blinked and found herself once more staring into those mesmerizing icy-blue eyes. Her heart was still racing. Did he know she’d just been fantasizing about kissing him?
Just the thought sent heat rushing to her face. She lowered her head, not wanting him to see her blush. Oh my! She couldn’t believe she’d let her thoughts drift so far off track.
“Abby, are you all right?” There was a note of concern in his voice.
No. She most definitely was not. But there was no way she was going to admit that to him.
Instead, she raised her head, carefully avoiding staring into his eyes. She nodded. “Sorry. I was thinking about a problem at the coffeeshop.”
“Anything serious?”
“I hope not. It’s just that if I had been there, I might have caught it before things got worse.”
“That’s the way I feel about my work. Reed gives me a hard time about working too much, but there’s always something that needs my attention.”
They had that in common. She wondered what other similarities they shared. Not that they were going to have time to find out, because Brad was due to fly out Sunday morning after the party.
“Do you think Reed is really buying the story that there’s something, uh, going on between us?” Heat flared in her cheeks.
Brad shrugged. “It’s hard to tell.”
“But you know him well, don’t you?”
Brad nodded. “We’ve been buds since we shared a dorm room our freshman year at college. He was a journalism major, and I was into programming.”
“Did you two start the Rumor Quill as soon as you graduated?”
Brad shook his head. “That was a few years down the road. It was actually Reed’s brainchild. He called me one day and asked if I wanted to go into business with him. At first, I was hesitant. But the more he explained his vision to me, the more interested I became. I’d already developed and sold a popular app, so I had the capital we were going to need.”
She found herself caught up in his words. “It must be hard for you now that Reed has moved to Bayberry.”
Brad shrugged. “It’s not much different from when he was out scouting for newspapers to add to the Rumor Quill. In the beginning of this venture, his apartment was nothing more than an oversized closet where he kept his things and visited on the weekends.”
“And what’s it like now?” She was genuinely interested. She’d only ever lived in Bayberry, and all of her friends were here. Well, Sadie had moved away for an extended period, but she was back now, and something told her Sadie was back for good.
He frowned. “Why all of the interest? Are you worried that after the wedding, Sadie and Reed will move away?”
Abby shook her head. “No.”
“So, you think they’ll stay in Bayberry?”
Abby nodded. “I do. Why would they move away? This is a great place to raise a family. Everyone knows everyone else.”
“And that’s a good thing?” His arched brow emphasized the disbelief that glinted in his eyes.
“Of course it is.” She felt obliged to add, “Most of the time.”
It was only then that he bestowed upon her a genuine smile. She hadn’t spotted a smile like that from him since they were decorating the hall.
He leaned in close. When he spoke, his breath gently brushed over the nape of her neck. Her heart jumped, and a wave of goosebumps cascaded down her arms. “And when isn’t it so great?”
When he pulled back, he sent her an expectant look.
Seriously? He was going to distract her like that and then expect a serious answer. She struggled to remember what the question even was.
After her heart rate slowed, she recalled what he’d said. “It isn’t so great when you’re the center of the gossip.”
He nodded as though he understood. “I get that.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think you do. You’d have to live in a small town to know what it’s like.”
She’d been the center of gossip once when she was just out of high school and a really hot bad boy came to town. His name was Ace. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and a devilish smile. He was a good girl’s temptation.
He took a job at the Bayberry Candle Company. She’d been working at Mel’s Grille. Ace would come in and flirt with her. She remembered how he’d made her feel special. Her heart would flutter every time he smiled at her.
When he’d asked her out, she thought her heart was going to pound its way out of her chest. They’d dated for a month before he dumped her for the next girl.
Abby drew her thoughts up short. The past was in the past. There was no need to go visiting old ghosts.
“What is it?” Brad sent her a concerned look.
She shook her head. She didn’t know her thoughts had transferred to her face. “It’s nothing.”
He looked as though he wanted to inquire further, when his phone rang. They stopped dancing.
“Sorry. I need to check this.” He pulled his phone from his back pocket.
When she glanced down, she saw the name on the screen. The caller’s name was Linda.
He looked up at her. “Sorry. I’ve got to get this.”
Before she could say anything, he had the phone pressed to his ear as he headed for the door. She returned to their table. It didn’t matter because the slow song was over, and the next song had a fast tempo.
Who was Linda? She had a hard time believing it was business, considering it was getting late on a Friday evening. Was it his girlfriend? No. It couldn’t be, or Reed wouldn’t be so interested in pushing them together. Unless Linda was someone new in Brad’s life, and he hadn’t told Reed about her yet. There was that uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach again. She refused to evaluate what it meant.
The best thing she could do was call it a night. They’d both played their parts for Sadie’s sake. Now she was done pretending there was anything going on with her and Brad, especially now that she knew about Linda.
She looked up to find Sadie and Reed heading toward her. When they reached the table, Reed asked, “Where’s Brad?”
“He had a phone call. I think he went outside so he could hear.” After Reed nodded in understanding, she said, “And I think I’m going to call it a night. I have an early start tomorrow.”
“Aw...” Sadie sent her a pouty look. “Do you have to go already?”
“I do. Mia said there was a problem at the coffeeshop. I want to swing by and check on it.” Then she realized that they’d all come in the same car.
“What’s wrong?” Sadie asked. 
“I just realized that I drove us here.”
“Don’t worry,” Sadie said. “It’s not far to my car. We’ll figure it out.”
“Are you sure?”
Sadie nodded. “Positive.” In a blink, her gaze was filled with concern. “I hope the problem at the coffeeshop isn’t too serious.”
“Me too. The equipment is getting old.”
“Do you want us to tell Brad anything for you?”
Abby once more shook her head. “Goodnight.”
She put on her coat before heading toward the door. She hoped to avoid Brad. She thought about going out the back door, but she didn’t want to make it obvious that she was avoiding him. He might read far too much into such an action—and see things that weren’t there.
The best plan was to head out the front door just like everyone else and hope he was so involved in his conversation he wouldn’t notice her. She turned her thoughts to the problem at the coffeeshop. She really hoped it wasn’t too serious.
She pushed open that door. Lost in her thoughts, she bumped into someone. The other person was solid, unmovable. It was to the point where she was the one who bounced back a step.
Feeling flustered for more than one reason, she said, “I’m sorry.”
It was only then that she craned her neck upward until she met a pair of amazing icy-blue eyes. Her heart beat faster. Brad. So much for slipping away quietly.
He took a couple steps back to allow her to pass by him. “If you were looking for me, I was just on my way back inside.”
Abby shook her head and averted her gaze. “I was just leaving.”
“Leaving? So soon? I thought we’d get another dance in.” He had the nerve to send her a little grin that made him look so cute.
Was he really going to flirt with her after he’d just finished a lengthy conversation with his girlfriend? What did he do? Tell Linda that he missed her so much, but he was doing everything he could to give his best friend a wonderful engagement party?
Wait. No. She’d played a part in a similar situation with her ex. Brad wouldn’t have said anything about that party, because if he had, the girlfriend would expect to be his plus one. And it was obvious that wasn’t part of the plan.
Feeling Brad’s expectant gaze on her, she said, “We danced more than enough. Reed either believes our cover story, or he doesn’t. Either way, I have things to do.”
And without further explanation, she walked right past him as she headed down the sidewalk to where her car was parked.
The coffeeshop was only a few blocks away. In nicer weather, she would have left her car at home and walked. Bayberry was a safe town with lots of streetlights. Abby felt safe walking anywhere in town.
But tonight, she had someone on her tail. She didn’t have to look over her shoulder to know Brad was following her. Feeling frustrated, she stopped. The only problem was that she’d stopped so quickly that Brad literally ran into her back. 
The collision sent her body flying forward. Gravity played its part, pulling her downward toward the salted walkway. Before her body could smack into the frozen concrete, two hands reached out to her.
Brad’s hands gripped her shoulders. In an instant, she was drawn backward until her back pressed against a hard, warm body.
Her pulse was racing. She told herself it had nothing to do with his closeness and everything to do with her near-miss with the sidewalk.
Having regained her balance, she shrugged off his hold. When she turned around, she frowned at him. “What are you doing?”
He sent her a lazy smile. “Is that what is considered a thank you around this town?”
“A thank you?” Surely she hadn’t heard him correctly.
He continued to smile as he nodded his head.
He was so frustrating. One minute he wasn’t speaking to her and pretending she was invisible, and then he was flirting with her. She’d been wondering about his on-again, off-again flirting.
Then she had a thought. He only flirted with her when they were alone. But when there was someone around, he didn’t want them to know that he might be the least bit interested in her. Maybe he was afraid that somehow word might get back to his girlfriend.
Angered at the thought she was second-best, she said, “Stop following me.”
“I just wanted to make sure you got safely to your car.”
Seriously? That was the best he could do? “And yet you’re the reason that I almost fell.”
“You’re the one that stopped suddenly.”
She wasn’t doing this. She wasn’t going to verbally spar with him. Nope. Not gonna happen.
“I have to go. Reed and Sadie are waiting inside for you.” Not waiting for his response, she turned and continued toward her car.
“I get the feeling you’re mad at me.” He was following her again.
She inwardly groaned. Who knew the guy could be so frustrating?
She ignored him and kept walking. Her car was only a few steps away. Once inside, she could drive away—without him.
She pulled her keys from her coat pocket and remotely unlocked the door. It was tempting to just get in the car without saying a word and driving away, but she couldn’t do that. She didn’t want Brad to think she couldn’t stand up to him. He wasn’t the first guy who wanted his cake and to eat it too.
When she reached her car, instead of opening the door, she once more turned around. “Brad, what are you doing? I already told you that I’m leaving. Nothing you can say will change my mind.”
“I wasn’t going to try and change your mind.”
She pressed her hands to her hips. “Then why are you still following me?”
“Because my stuff is in your car.”
“Oh.” Heat swirled in her chest and rushed to her face. She’d totally forgotten that she’d picked him up at the airport while she was out running around, picking up last-minute party supplies.
She pressed the door unlock so he could get his stuff out of the backseat. But instead of doing that he got in the front seat.
She swung around to look directly at him. “What are you doing?”
“I feel like we didn’t get to finish the conversation we started on the dance floor.” He sat there, as though he weren’t going to move until they finished speaking.
“I don’t even recall what we were talking about.”
“I do. You were telling me that I wouldn’t understand what it’s like to live in a small town.”
She hadn’t forgotten; she just hoped he had. Of course, he had a memory like an elephant. And she also remembered his important phone call from Linda.
With the car windows starting to steam up, she realized she better start the engine. Then she cranked up the defoggers. She certainly didn’t want to be spotted with him in her car with the windows steamed up. Oh boy. The gossip would sound something like: Abby was making out with Brad. It was hot and heavy.
As if something like that would happen. Laughter at such a totally ridiculous idea bubbled up in the back of her throat. She swallowed it down. She wasn’t about to explain to Brad the steamy images of them that had just passed through her mind.
With the heat turned the whole way up, she said, “I don’t have time for this. I need to get to the coffeeshop.”
He arched a brow. “What’s wrong?”
“That’s what I’m going to find out.”
“Then I’ll come with you. Maybe I can be of some help.” He crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat, as though nothing was going to get him out of that seat until she took him with her.
“I don’t think your girlfriend will approve.”
“My what?” His brows rose high on his forehead.
“Your girlfriend, Linda.”
He shook his head and smiled. “She’s not my girlfriend.”
She was amazed at how much she wanted to believe him. So, if he didn’t have a girlfriend, she had to find another reason for him to get out of her car. Then she had a thought. “Reed is waiting for you.”
Without a word, Brad pulled out his phone. A few keystrokes later, he returned his phone to his pocket. “All taken care of. Let’s go.”
“Has anyone ever told you how stubborn you can be?” She put the car in gear and headed the few blocks to the coffeeshop.
“I might have been told a time or two. But isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?”
Her mouth gaped as she pulled to a stop at an intersection. “How do you know that old saying?”
“It’s something my grandmother used to say.”
Why was it that she had a problem imagining him being a doting grandson. “Were you two close?”
“When I was kid, yes. Gi-Gi made the best cookies. As I grew up, not so much. I got busy being a teenager who knew everything. It wasn’t until I got older that I realized just how much I didn’t know. But by then Gi-Gi was gone, and I couldn’t get back all of the time I missed out on with her.” Affection and regret rang out in his voice. “While my mother was working, Gi-Gi would look after me. She taught me to bake. I can bake you the best chocolate chip cookie you’ve ever tasted. Bet you didn’t expect me to say that, huh?”
She pulled to a stop in front of the Steaming Brew. She turned off the engine and turned to him. “No, I didn’t. You are constantly surprising me.”
He sent her a grin that showed off his dimple. “Then I guess I’m doing something right.”
She couldn’t tell if his flirting was right or wrong. But she did know that every time he smiled at her, she felt herself liking him a little bit more.






  
  Chapter Twelve


His grin caused her heart to skip a beat. 
Abby gave herself a mental shake. She wasn’t falling for Brad. Not a chance. She blamed her reaction on his dimples. She’d always had a thing for dimples.
Still, she couldn’t let him get to her for a multitude of reasons. She got out of the car, hoping the crisp winter air would help clear her mind.
Brad joined her on the sidewalk. She waited for him to pepper her with more questions about what they were doing at the now-closed coffeeshop, but he remained quiet as she unlocked the door.
Once inside, she flipped on one strip of pendant lights over the counter. She slipped off her coat and tossed it aside.
He stepped up beside her. “Are you going to tell me what we’re doing here, or are you just going to keep me guessing?”
She sighed. “If you must know, the espresso machine stopped working.”
“And you’re going to fix it?” There was a hint of disbelief in his voice.
She turned to him and planted her hands on her hips. “Why? Don’t you think I can do it?”
He froze as though he were weighing his options before responding. Then he held up his hands. “I just meant it’s getting late. I wouldn’t think you’d want to start a project like that at this hour.”
She wasn’t sure she believed him, but she decided to let it go. She didn’t have time to set him straight and tell him that when things broke at the coffeeshop, she was the one to fix it because her budget was tight. And now that her lease had gone up, she had to watch where every dollar went. These days it felt like every time she turned around, prices were going up. And she hated raising the prices on her customers because she knew they were feeling the pinch just as much as she was. So, she was eating the losses and holding out as long as she could before inching her prices upward
Abby pressed the Power button on the espresso machine. The lights flickered on. But when she went to put the machine through its paces, there were no sounds—no signs of life.
She turned off the machine. She unplugged it and then plugged it back in, hoping it would reset something. She really couldn’t afford to replace the machine, even if it was well past its prime. She’d just finished putting in a new water heater.
“Do you have a toolbox?” Brad stepped up next to her.
“A toolbox?” She turned to him. “You know how to fix it?”
“No. But I have some experience working on appliances.”
Her brows drew together as she stared at him. “I thought you worked on computer programs. When did you get experience fixing machines?”
He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “When I was a teenager and started to get in trouble with my mother, she got me a job at the corner store. The old man there took me under his wing. He showed me how to fix the equipment when it broke down.”
“You had a corner store in Chicago?”
He shook his head as he lowered his gaze. “No. I grew up in a small town south of Chicago.”
Her eyes widened. All this time she’d thought he was born and bred in the city. He certainly acted that way.
He frowned at her. “Don’t look at me like I just told you I came from Mars.”
“But you let me think you were from Chicago—from the big city.”
“I never said I was born or raised there.”
“But any time we talked about Bayberry and it being a small town, you made it seem like you weren’t familiar with a small town way of life.”
“I’m sorry if it seemed that way to you. I was just curious about life here in Bayberry.” He held out his hand. “The toolbox, please.”
She hesitated for a moment, still trying to figure him out. It wasn’t like anything she was doing was making any sort of difference. Her heart sank at the thought of facing the morning rush with no espresso machine.
She looked at Brad while he was busy checking something on his phone. Was it Linda again? She might not be his girlfriend, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want to be. Maybe she was pleading with him to rush back to Chicago.
As soon as Abby realized the direction of her errant thoughts, she gave herself a mental shake. Why in the world should she care if there was someone waiting for him?
He was nothing to her. In fact, he was more of an annoyance than anything else. It would be a good thing when he left Bayberry.
As though he could read her thoughts he glanced up and looked at her with a what-are-you-still-doing-here kind of look. It appeared he wasn’t going to leave until she found him some tools. And so, she walked away. 
She entered the kitchen area and kept going until she reached the little office in the back. It was in there she had a small toolbox with limited tools. She kept those things on hand to tighten a screw here or unjam a clogged line there. There certainly weren’t any specialty tools to fix something like the espresso machine. 
But still, it was nothing more than an oversized paper weight at the moment. And there was absolutely no way to get a new one before her morning customers arrived for their fix of caffeine—that all presumed she had the money for a new machine. She didn’t.
She returned with the toolbox and handed it over. “That’s everything I have.”
When Brad went to take it from her, their hands brushed. The brief touch sparked a shiver in her that raced up her arm and set her heart racing. She yanked her hand away. Luckily, he had a firm grip on the toolbox.
His gaze searched hers, as though inquiring as to whether she was okay or not. She wasn’t sure about the answer, so she turned away. She busied herself by checking to see if the closing procedure had gone smoothly in her absence.
Brad didn’t say anything as he got to work. She wanted to turn around and watch him, but she wouldn’t allow herself that pleasure. After determining that Mia had done a fine job closing up, Abby busied herself by restocking under the counter. She started with the mini-marshmallows. It was quite unbelievable how many of those they went through at this time of the year. And this year, she’d ordered marshmallow snowmen. After all, the snow folk weren’t just for Christmas.
This year, she was doing an experiment. She was carrying some of her holiday specials over into the winter months such as peppermint bark tea and the gingerbread latte. So far, her experiment was going well. Seemed her customers liked having something special to drink on a cold snowy morning. She’d keep that in mind for next year.
“Can you give me a hand?”
Brad’s voice made her jump. For a moment there, she’d been all wrapped up in her thoughts and forgot that he was still there. She wouldn’t have thought that was possible.
She walked to the other end of the counter where he was working. It looked like he’d made progress as he had the back panel on the counter along with a little pile of screws. And there were some other parts lying there that she couldn’t name.
As she came to a stop next to him, she said, “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”
He was still leaning over the machine. “Even if I didn’t, do you think anything you could do would make this machine work?”
He did have a good point. “How do you know what you’re doing?”
“I looked up this machine on my phone. Do you know how old this thing is?”
“Considering I got it used when I opened the Steaming Brew, I’d say it is upwards of seven years old.”
“Try twelve years old. And with you using it every day, I’m shocked it lasted that long.”
So was she. “But the question is, can it work until I can get a new one?”
“I don’t know. When will the new one be delivered?”
“Next year.”
He let out a laugh. “Sorry. But there’s no chance it’s going to last that long.” After he put it back together except for the back panel, he plugged it in. “Let’s find out if anything I did helped.”
Behind her back, she crossed her fingers. She didn’t want him to see how desperate she was for the machine to work.
He turned to her. “Go ahead and turn it on.”
As he stood next to her, she pressed the button. The little red light came on that indicated it had power. She placed a cup beneath the dispenser and then pressed a button. Her breath hitched in the back of her throat as she waited for something—anything—to happen.
There was the briefest whirling sound before it changed to a grinding sound. It sure didn’t sound good. It certainly wasn’t the way the machine normally sounded.
“Turn it off and unplug it again.” He moved so he could see the back of the machine.
She sighed and went back to making sure everything was restocked for the next day. Because she wasn’t good at just standing around when she was worried. That usually ended up in her chattering about nonsense, and that was the last thing she wanted to do with Brad.
She didn’t know how much time had passed when Brad said, “I think I know what happened. Let’s try it again.”
She was certain he was wasting his time. Her luck had run out.
When she looked at him to tell him not to worry about it, he had an expectant look on his face. So, she plugged in the machine once more and went through the same process as before. This time the whirling sound was followed by a hum. It still wasn’t the right sound.
She turned off the machine before turning to him. “Thank you for trying. I appreciate it.” The weight of disappointment settled over her. “But the machine has brewed its last espresso.”
He had his head lowered as he stared at his phone. She wasn’t even sure he’d heard her.
Then he lifted his head. “Unplug it again.”
She shook her head. Enough was enough. “It’s getting late. I appreciate you trying to fix it, but it’s time to give up.”
“Just unplug it.” When she didn’t move, he said, “Come on, Abby. Just give me one more try.”
With a resigned sigh, she did as he asked. When whatever he tried failed just like the other attempts, she was putting her foot down. Tomorrow was a big day between their fake relationship, running the coffeeshop, and making sure the surprise engagement party went off without a hitch. She needed all the sleep she could get that night.
While Brad was fiddling around with the back of the machine, her phone chimed. She pulled it from her pocket to find it was a message from Sadie.
Sadie: Thank you for tonight. I don’t think Reed suspects anything about the party.


Abby: You’re welcome. But you owe me.


Sadie: Is pretending to be Brad’s girlfriend such a hardship?


Abby: Yes!


Sadie: Then why are you still with him?


Abby: What? How do you know?


Sadie: *laughing emoji* Because we drove past the coffeeshop a little while ago. I think you like him more than you’ll admit.


Was Sadie right? Nope. Not at all.
“Abby, let’s try again.” Brad’s voice drew her from her thoughts.
Abby: You’re wrong! Gotta go.


Slipping the phone into her back pocket, she walked over to the counter. Just then Brad moved, and they bumped into each other.
She lost her balance, and he reached out to her. He drew her to him with more force than she was expecting. They ended up chest to chest. She craned her neck to look into his eyes. But she wasn’t expecting him to look at her like she was a sugary-sweet marshmallow that he couldn’t wait to savor. 
His gaze dipped to her lips. He was going to kiss her. She should do something—should move out of his embrace—but her legs and feet were unwilling to cooperate.
And then, as if it were happening in slow motion, his head lowered toward her. His eyes closed. Her heart stuttered to a stop as it launched itself into her throat, cutting off her breath. 
This was really going to happen. Oh my!
She couldn’t think clearly. Every cell in her body anticipated his touch. And then his lips touched hers. His kiss was tentative, as though he was unsure if she would be receptive.
Her heart resumed beating. In fact, it pounded against her ribs. The sound echoed in her ears. Perhaps that was what caused common sense to flee her. 
Needing to show him that she very much wanted his kiss, her arms slid up over his shoulders. Her hands wrapped around his neck, pulling him closer—
Knock-knock-knock.
They sprang apart like leftover New Year’s fireworks had gone off between them. She drew in a much-needed breath as she pressed a hand to her pounding chest. Thankfully they were standing out of sight of the door.
As the knocking sounded again, she ran her fingers over her tingling lips, as though to assure herself that no one would know she had just been kissing Brad. She didn’t want to imagine the gossip it would stir up.
She walked over and could see through the glass that it was Mia. Abby unlocked the door and pushed it open. “What are you doing back here?”
“I was driving by on my way home and saw the lights on. I got worried that something was wrong.”
Abby shook her head. “We were just trying to get the espresso machine to work.”
“We?” Mia moved past her and gazed at Brad. She sent Abby a knowing smile. “Oh. I see.”
Abby inwardly groaned at her choice of wording. “Uh… Yes, Brad is having a look at it.”
“Abby,” Brad’s voice called out. “Come see this.”
Both Abby and Mia followed his voice over to the espresso machine. While Brad smiled proudly, they watched it produce a steaming hot cup of espresso.
“You did it.” Abby couldn’t help but grin. He had no idea what a relief this was for her. “Thank you.”
“This is great,” Mia said. Then she turned to Brad. “Any chance you need a job? We have plenty around here that you could work on.” Then realizing what she’d said, Mia got a sheepish look on her face. She looked at Abby. “Sorry.”
Abby wanted to be insulted by Mia’s words, but she couldn’t be. It was the truth. She’d gotten all of her equipment second-hand, and it was past time to replace most of it.
“By the way, I’m Mia.” She stuck her hand out to Brad.
When he introduced himself, Abby realized she should have made the introductions, but that kiss—oh my! That kiss had steamed up her thoughts and then scattered them. How did she let things go that far?
“I should be going,” Mia said. She sent Brad a warm smile. “It was nice to meet you.”
“It was nice to meet you too.”
On her way to the door, Mia paused to lean over and whisper, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Before Abby could formulate an appropriate response, Mia was out the door. And now it was time for her and Brad to follow suit. Because she wasn’t going to give Brad a second chance to kiss her. Once was…not enough. But she wasn’t going there again.






  
  Chapter Thirteen


He yawned. 
Again.
Brad wanted to blame his lack of sleep on the fact that the mattress in his room at the B&B was too soft, but it wasn’t that. And he couldn’t blame it on the place having thin walls and noisy guests because it wasn’t that either.
No, the fact of the matter was that he couldn’t stop thinking about spontaneously kissing Abby. He had been wondering if her rosy lips were as soft as he imagined, and the next thing he knew, he was holding her in his arms. And then he’d acted on impulse. He could testify that her lips were softer and sweeter than the mini marshmallows she kept under the counter.
If only they hadn’t been interrupted by Mia...
Then again, maybe that was a good thing. After all, what sort of relationship would they have with him in Chicago and her in Bayberry? And the chance of him moving to Bayberry was the same as her moving to Chicago—zero, zip, zilch, and nil.
Neither one of them had mentioned the kiss after Mia left. But he did notice how Abby’s gaze never met his. And honestly, he didn’t know what to say about the kiss, except that it shouldn’t have happened, even if there was a part of him that was happy it did.
Just the memory of her being in his arms and her glossy lips beneath his made his heart beat faster. The thing was, the more time he spent with her, the more she consumed his thoughts when they were apart. 
While working in his room at the B&B that morning, he was continually losing his train of thought. One moment, he was typing on his laptop and the next moment, Abby’s beautiful image would come to mind.
So, when his phone rang, and it was Reed, he welcomed the distraction. When Reed offered a lunch invitation, Brad jumped on it. It had been a long time since it was just the two of them.
They met up at Mel’s Grille. It seemed like it was the place to eat in town. There were a couple of other places, but this was the main place for good food.
After they’d finished eating burgers and fries, Brad knew this was his chance to convince Reed to move back to Chicago after the wedding. But he knew he had to tread lightly.
Brad took a drink of his cola and then casually leaned back in his seat. “I was thinking if you wanted to come back to Chicago, we could get a bigger suite of offices. In fact, I saw there are some offices available next to our building, which looked perfect for what we need.”
Reed shook his head as he pushed away his empty plate. “I told you before that my future is here in Bayberry.”
Brad sighed. “I just don’t get it. You’re basically in the middle of nowhere. They don’t even have an airport close by.”
“You’re right. It’s the exact opposite of Chicago, and that’s what makes it great. You have to stop judging all small towns by the same yardstick you used for Barch.” Reed leaned forward as he made direct eye contact. “I know you didn’t have it easy in that town, but not every place is like that.”
Brad remembered how the busybodies used to talk about the way his father died and left Brad’s mother in a heap of debt. They said his father liked to gamble. His mother refused to discuss it.
As Brad grew older, the same busybodies said he was just like his father—trouble. He was young and impressionable, so he believed them. He figured if he was trouble, then he might as well get into some. So, he spray-painted the high school and partied until all hours. His mother tried to keep him out of trouble, but he had a chip on his shoulder that she couldn’t remove.
Not wanting to think about his unhappy past, Brad pushed away the thoughts. “So, you think that you can work remotely from here?”
Reed nodded. “I’ll set up offices here, and I’ll still be able to travel to find more small town papers to roll into the Rumor Quill. But now that the paper is established, I don’t plan to travel nearly as much. And if we close the deal on purchasing the magazine, we’ll be able to reach a lot more readers.”
Brad couldn’t help but wonder if Reed would come to regret sacrificing his home in Chicago, settling for their current business model and all of the other things that Reed was giving up on just for love. Just like his mother had sacrificed her dreams for a man who was no longer alive.
Brad wasn’t going to end up like either of them. He was determined to walk through this life alone. Then he briefly thought of Abby and how much he’d wanted to kiss her again.
“You know with you seeing Abby, you’ll be spending a lot more time in Bayberry.” Reed smiled at him, as though they’d been playing some sort of mental chess, and he’d made a move: check.
Brad wasn’t out of moves. He could still move his queen to safety. “Once the wedding is over, I’ll rarely see her.”
“That’s what you say now, but you’ll be back. There will be birthdays, births, and a whole host of other things. Don’t forget football games to watch.”
Brad shook his head. “You won’t have time for hanging out once you have a family. And we won’t be able to fly back and forth that often.”
Reed let out a laugh. “We’ll see about all of that.”
After they left the restaurant, Brad yawned. What he needed was some caffeine. But that would mean going to the Steaming Brew and seeing Abby.
He came to a stop on the sidewalk as he debated how much he needed the coffee. Then he realized he was being ridiculous. It wasn’t like she was going to throw herself into his arms. And he could ignore the way her smiles made her eyes twinkle. He didn’t have to notice the way the pink gloss she wore made her lips oh so tempting. After all, he was a full-grown man, not some hormonal teenager.
Determined to prove that she couldn’t get to him, he turned in the direction of the Steaming Brew. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who needed an afternoon pick-me-up, because when he entered the coffeeshop, he found most of the tables occupied, and there were a few people in line at the counter.
As he took his spot at the end of the line, his gaze swept along the counter, searching for Abby. He didn’t see her anywhere. He ignored the pang of disappointment he felt.
Instead, he focused on the espresso machine. It was still working. A little smile temporarily lifted the corners of his mouth. But it disappeared when he remembered it was just a bandage fix, and she really needed a new machine.

      [image: ]It was party time.
Abby had been in contact with Sadie most of the day. It was Sadie’s job to keep Reed distracted until the party. And she’d succeeded until Reed insisted that he was having lunch with Brad.
While the men ate, Sadie met Abby at the community hall. There were a few last-minute touches needed. But for the most part, the place was ready for a party. When she’d seen Sadie’s big smile, she knew it was worth all of the effort—even having to fake being Brad’s girlfriend for an evening.
And now it was time for the party. All of the guests had arrived and were waiting for the guests of honor.
Brad strode up to her. “The lookout spotted their car. They’ll be here any minute.”
“Okay. This is it.” Abby sent him a smile before climbing up on the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen.”
It took a moment for the murmur of voices to quiet down. As she waited, she looked out over the crowd of familiar faces. She was so happy that so many people had showed up to share in the joy of Sadie and Reed’s engagement.
“They are almost here. We’re going to turn off the lights. When the lights come back on, we’ll all call out surprise. Are you ready?” She glanced over to where Brad was at the light switch prepared to plunge them into darkness.
“They’re here.”
“Okay, everyone. Remember, not a peep.” She looked over at Brad once more. “Okay. Lights out.”
She used the flashlight app on her phone to help guide her off the stage. She stayed along the outside wall as she made her way to the door. She moved as quickly as she could in the darkness.
When she reached Brad’s side, she turned off the app on her phone. It was so dark and quiet in the hall it was hard to believe there were a couple hundred people inside.
Just then the door opened. The street lights illuminated the outline of Sadie and Reed.
“Why is it so dark in here?” Reed asked.
“Because no one is here,” Sadie replied.
“Then why was the door unlocked?”
It was a good question. She was glad they were done trying to keep this party a secret.
“Where is the light switch?” Sadie asked.
Reed turned on his flashlight app. Luckily, they were standing back far enough that he didn’t see any of the guests.
A moment later the lights came on, and everyone, including herself, yelled, “Surprise.”
Reed’s eyes widened as a big smile came over his face, but then he pressed a hand to his chest as his mouth gaped. Oh no! He was a terrible actor.
Reed had been on to them. The question was how long had he known about the party? She thought of the evening before and the double date. Had he known then? Had he totally played them?
She didn’t have a chance to ask him as Sadie and Reed greeted their guests. It wasn’t until much later that the four of them had a moment together.
Sadie smiled at them. “I want to thank both of you for arranging all of this. It’s perfect.” She looked at her groom-to-be. “I hope you enjoyed the surprise.”
“I did. Thank you.” He leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to Sadie’s lips. When he pulled back, he looked at Abby and Brad. “And thank you both. I was so surprised.”
Before Abby could accuse him of knowing, Brad said, “How did you know?”
Sadie got a confused look on her face as her gaze moved back and forth between the two men. Then her eyes widened as she figured things out. Sadie remained quiet as they all waited for Reed’s answer.
Reed shrugged. “Ester Holmes might have let it slip.”
“Oh, Reed.” Sadie looked so disappointed. “You were supposed to be surprised.”
“I was,” he said reassuringly. “I had no idea you were planning such a big event. I think the whole town must be here.”
“Not quite.” The smile on Sadie’s face returned.
Brad arched a brow. “When did you find out?”
Reed hesitated. Then he glanced down. “A couple of days ago.”
There was a collective gasp.
Brad frowned. “So, when you had us go on the double date last night, you knew Abby and I weren’t seeing each other?”
“I didn’t know for sure. You two do make a good couple.”
So, if Reed had been honest with them, that kiss wouldn’t have happened. She didn’t know if she should be furious with him or thank him. The only thing she did know was come the next morning, Brad would be on his way back to Chicago. And her life would go back to normal.






  
  Chapter Fourteen


Was it possible she missed him? 
Monday morning, Abby told herself she was being ridiculous. It was just that she hadn’t been on a date in a while. She really needed to get a social life, but it seemed like there was always something at the coffeeshop that needed her attention.
Just that morning, at the end of the morning rush, the espresso machine fizzled out again. She had no idea what Brad had done to fix it. She thought about phoning him to ask, but she couldn’t bring herself to make the call—of giving him the impression that she needed his help.
Now she was alone in the small office at the back of the coffeeshop, trying to find some money to replace the vital piece of equipment. The only thing she could do was to put it on her credit card, but she was hesitant to do so. 
She prided herself on keeping a zero balance on her one and only credit card. After all, the interest rate was through the roof. But she couldn’t do business without an espresso machine.
Knock-knock.
Abby glanced up. “Come in.”
Mia poked her head in. “You’re needed out front.”
“Don’t tell me something else broke?”
Mia grinned. “No. They need your signature for a delivery.”
Abby arched a brow. “Why can’t you sign?”
“Would you just come out here?” Mia left the door ajar as she walked away.
Abby had no idea why Mia was making such a big deal out of a coffee order. When Abby stepped into the front of the coffeeshop, she found it wasn’t their normal delivery person. In fact, it wasn’t even the same shipping company.
From the uniform the guy was wearing, she realized this shipper rarely ventured into Bayberry. So, what were they doing here this morning? And why were they asking for her?
She stepped up to the young man. “I’m Abby Clark. Can I help you?”
He held out the black electronic pad. “I need you to sign this.”
She shook her head. “I’m not signing anything until you tell me what this is about.”
“I have a delivery for you.”
“But I didn’t order anything.” At least not anything special that would require him to deliver it.
“I don’t know what to tell you.” The guy looked a bit flustered. “Your name and address are on the shipping invoice.”
There had to be a mix-up. That had to be the answer. “Are you sure it’s my name and this address?”
“It’s all right here.” He once more offered her the black plastic device.
This time she accepted the device. When she looked at the little screen, it did indeed have her name. It even included the name of the Steaming Brew. And the street address was correct.
Her gaze rose to meet the man’s. “Can you tell me what the delivery is?”
The man shook his head and then made a point of checking his watch. “Either sign for the delivery, or I’ll have to take it with me.”
Of course, he had a job to do. Now that she knew the delivery was meant for her, she signed for it. When the man went outside to get it, she glanced around and noticed that she’d gained quite an audience, which included her couple of employees.
Feeling awkward under their stares, she said, “Doesn’t anyone have any work to do?”
“No” came the collective response.
She sighed. She had no doubt this delivery was going to be a part of today’s gossip. Bayberry always had to have something to talk about.
She glanced around and spotted Esther Holmes and Marla Johnson. They were two of Bayberry’s biggest gossips. They were both staring at the door as their mouths moved non-stop.
When the door opened, silence fell over the coffeeshop. It must be a really slow Monday if everyone was this invested in her delivery.
Kate stepped inside and came to an immediate halt when she noticed everyone staring at her. Her gaze moved around the seating area until it came to rest on Abby.
Kate approached her. “What’s going on?”
Abby shrugged. “I have a delivery.”
“I saw the truck out front.” Kate glanced over at the patrons, who were still focused on the front door. “Is that why everyone is staring at the door?”
Abby shrugged. “I guess so.”
Kate sent her a puzzled look. “Well, what is the delivery?”
“That’s just it. I don’t know. I didn’t order anything.”
Kate’s brows drew together. “Oh.” She paused as though giving the situation some thought. “Are you sure you didn’t order something on the spur of the moment and forgot about it?”
“I’m positive.” She accounted for everything she spent.
The door opened, and everyone turned to see the delivery guy maneuvered a dolly with a large cardboard box on it. Warning bells started going off in her head. For something to be that large, it had to be expensive. And she didn’t even want to imagine how much it was going to cost for her to return it.
The guy placed the large package on the floor at the end of the counter. Her staff rushed forward to check out the box while Abby rushed after the delivery guy. “Hey, wait.”
Just as she was about to tell him to take it away, Mia called out, “It’s a new espresso machine.”
Abby stopped in the doorway. The customers started to cheer. It appeared they were none too happy about their coffees that morning.
Abby said to no one in particular, “But I didn’t order this.”
The delivery guy shrugged as he crossed the sidewalk. “All I do is deliver what I’m told. Maybe it’s a late Christmas present.”
As nice as that sounded, she was certain that wasn’t the case. In a jiff, the delivery guy shut the back door on his yellow truck, and he drove off.
She turned back to the box. There was a picture on the side. The espresso machine looked like it had all of the bells and whistles that anyone could want. That could only mean one thing—it was expensive. The more she looked at the box, the more she was convinced that it was outside her modest budget.
“Who would send this?” She uttered it more to herself than anyone else.
“Maybe this will help.” Mia handed her a white envelope.
Abby took it and noticed her name on it. “Where did this come from?”
Mia pointed at the box. “It was taped on the side.”
Curiosity had Abby ripping open the envelope. She pulled out a piece of paper.
I didn’t think my bandage would hold up for long, so I thought this might come in handy. After all, I’m going to want a good cup of coffee when I visit again.
B

“Who is B?” Kate had been reading over her shoulder. A moment passed, and then she uttered, “It’s Brad.”
“Shh...” Abby glanced over, but it was too late.
Esther and Marla already had their phones out. One was busy typing, and did Marla just take a photo of her standing next to the box. Really?
“What should we do with it?” Mia asked.
Abby’s first instinct was to return it. After all, she couldn’t accept such an extravagant gift from Brad. What was he thinking?
“I’m returning it.” It was the only reasonable thing to do.
“What? No,” Esther said.
“You can’t,” Marla said.
“We need it,” Mia said.
Her other regular customers threw out their protests as did her other employee.
Kate leaned over. “From what I hear, you do need a new machine. Would it be so bad to keep it?”
She thought about Brad and the kiss they’d shared. It wasn’t like they were just friends. Still, it was just a kiss. Maybe she was making too much of it.
And everyone was right. She needed a new machine as soon as possible. Her thoughts see-sawed back and forth.
A thought came to her. “I’ll be back.”
“But what about the espresso machine?” Mia asked. “Can we unpack it?”
“No. Push it off to the side—out of the way. I’ll be back.”
Once she was in her office, she read the note again. Why would Brad send her something so extravagant?
She pulled up his number on her phone and dialed.
On the second ring, Brad picked up. “Good morning.”
Skipping over the pleasantries, she said, “Why was there an espresso machine delivered to my coffeeshop?”
There was a deep, rich chuckle on the other end of the phone that caused her heart to flutter. “Is this the way you thank everyone who sends you a gift?”
“No. Just from people who have no business sending me gifts.”
“Well, I saw the condition of your machine, and I didn’t think it was going to last for long, even with my intervention. I thought the new machine might come in handy. By the way, is the old machine still working?”
A frown pulled at her face. It was like he already knew the answer.
“Abby? Is it still working?”
She let out a frustrated sigh. “No. It died this morning.”
“Then the new one arrived just in time.”
“But...”
“Abby, just say thank you.”
“But...”
“There are no strings attached. I promise.”
“Would you let me speak?” Her words were rushed as she tried to squeeze them in between his words.
“Okay...”
“I can’t accept it,” she said firmly.
“Sure, you can.”
“Brad, that machine must cost a small fortune. You didn’t even get a cheap one. That one is the top of the line.” She knew because she checked it out at one point and imagined being able to purchase it for her coffeeshop.
“I wanted a machine with good reviews,” he said matter-of-factly. “They say it is very reliable and should last you for a long while.”
Abby worried her bottom lip. She would be foolish to return something that her business desperately needed. Then she had another thought. “Fine. I’ll accept it...”
“That’s good. I’m looking forward to having an eggnog latte.”
“I only have that at Christmastime.”
“Then it’s a date.”
His choice of words caught her off-guard. It took her a second to recall what she’d been about to say. “I’ll accept it on one condition.”
“And what would that be?”
“That I pay you back.”
This time it was Brad who paused. “You don’t have to do that. The point of a gift is that you don’t owe anything in exchange.”
“But this isn’t a gift. It’s a loan that I will pay you back over time.”
“And if I don’t accept your terms?”
“Then I will be shipping it back to you.”
“What am I supposed to do with a commercial espresso machine? I’m sure it won’t fit in my kitchen.”
“I don’t know. That’s your problem. So, which shall it be? Do you want the machine or my repayment?”
There was a long pause. She knew he was trying to figure out some sort of rebuttal. He sighed. “Fine. If you must pay for it, I accept your terms. I just have one question.”
“What’s that?”
“Do you do this when someone gives you a birthday present?”
“It’s not my birthday…yet.”
“We could pretend that it is.”
“I don’t think so.”
“As much fun as this conversation is, I have to get to a meeting.”
“Brad?” She wasn’t sure if he was still on the line.
“Yes.”
“Thank you. It was very thoughtful of you.”
The line was silent again. And she started to wonder if he’d hung up.
She was about to disconnect the call when he said, “You’re welcome.”
And then the line clicked, and he was gone. It was only then that she smiled.
She couldn’t believe he’d done something so kind. It truly was very thoughtful. He was certainly turning out to be different from her first impression of him.
But she wasn’t going to fall for him. She knew how painful long-distance relationships could be. The espresso machine was just a friendly gesture—a very friendly gesture.
Needing to set up boundaries, she pulled up an app and sent him her first payment on the espresso machine.
A couple of minutes later her phone chimed. She lifted it up and saw a message from Brad.
Was that really necessary?
She sent back a single word answer: yes. Her response was accompanied with a smiley face.

      [image: ]The deal was almost complete.
The beginning of February rolled around quickly. Brad had been busy, between the cyber breach and the fact that they were buying a magazine. Rumor Quill was expanding. They needed a way to get more eyes on their articles.
And a magazine had a longer shelf life than a newspaper. The meeting to close the deal was on Friday. Now he just had to get Reed to the meeting. As they were co-owners, it would take both of their signatures to close this deal.
Both he and Reed had been working on this deal for close to a year. And at last, it was going to be a reality.
He reached for his phone and dialed. On the third ring, Reed picked up. “What’s the word?”
“Great news. The attorneys went over the contract with a fine-tooth comb and didn’t find anything wrong with it. All it needs is our signatures on Friday afternoon. Tell me that’s doable.”
“Uh…”
“Reed, don’t tell me that you’re having second thoughts about the deal.”
“That’s not it. I was supposed to do some wedding planning stuff with Sadie this weekend.”
Brad had an idea. “Why don’t you bring her along?”
There was a pause as though Reed was considering the suggestion. “I don’t know. What’s she going to do while we’re working?”
He had a good point. And if Sadie was waiting around, Reed was going to be distracted the whole time. Brad gave the situation some more thought.
And then a plan came to him. He wasn’t sure it was his best idea, but if it helped the situation, then it would be worth it.
“Why don’t you invite Abby too? Then the ladies can go sightseeing while we do some business.” Another thought hit him. “You could make a weekend of it. The big game is on Sunday.”
“It is tradition that we watch it together.” Reed hesitated. “I’ll definitely be there, but I don’t know about Sadie. Let me talk to her, and I’ll get back to you.”
Brad thought about reminding him to invite Abby, too, but he knew Reed would read too much into it. And that was the last thing he wanted. Because there was absolutely nothing between him and Abby. It was just that she always made things interesting. Life with Abby around was never boring.
They talked a little bit of business and then Reed said, “I’ll see if Sadie will invite Abby. But I’m not promising anything.”
“Promising?” Brad was caught off-guard. He thought he’d covered pretty well. “I don’t care if Abby comes with you guys or not.”
“Uh-huh. Sure you don’t.” Reed chuckled.
Feeling a need to justify his suggestion to invite Abby, Brad said, “I only mentioned her because you were worried about Sadie being alone.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Dude, would you stop that?”
“Stop what?”
“Acting like there’s something going on between me and Abby, because there’s not. There never was.”
“I don’t know. You two put on quite a believable act before the engagement party. I think you even started to believe it.”
Brad rubbed the back of his neck where his muscles were all stiff. Why did Reed have to go and ruin this moment?
“I’m not going to argue with you,” Brad said. “I’ll see you Friday.” As he went to disconnect the call, he could hear Reed’s laughter.
After the call ended, Brad turned his desk chair toward the window and stared out over Chicago. His thoughts drifted back to the engagement party. Maybe things had gotten a little too real between him and Abby. That would explain his desire to kiss her.
But that was then, and this was now. He had enough perspective now to admit the kiss was a mistake. And there wasn’t going to be a repeat.






  
  Chapter Fifteen


Monday coffee rush was over. 
Abby smiled. It appeared news of the new espresso machine was making the rounds. People who didn’t normally frequent the Steaming Brew were now stopping in. If she knew a new machine would draw in more business, she would have figured out how to get one before now.
Her thoughts strayed to Brad. She hadn’t heard from him lately. And try as she might to find an excuse to call or message him, she hadn’t come up with a legitimate reason to reach out to him.
Still, she wondered what he was up to. Of course, she knew she could ask Reed. The two of them communicated almost every day since they were business partners as well as best friends. But asking Reed or Sadie about Brad would only stir up more questions than she was willing to answer.
“I’ve got things under control out here,” Mia said. “If you have other things to do.”
With a resigned sigh, she said, “Thanks, Mia. I guess I’ll go do some desk work.”
But before she took more than two steps, the front door opened. And a familiar voice said, “Abby, just the person I wanted to see.”
Abby turned around to see Sadie headed toward her. Something was up. She could see it in the big smile on her friend’s face. Immediately, Abby was curious to know what had put her friend in such a good mood on a Monday morning.
Abby retraced her steps. “You seem awfully happy. Mind sharing?”
“Want to get some coffee and sit with me for a minute?” Her eyes pleaded with her to accept the invitation.
Abby nodded. “Do you want your usual?”
“You know what? I’m going to be different.” Sadie turned to gaze up at the handwritten menu board. “I’m going to have the toasted marshmallow latte.”
Abby’s eyes widened. “You always order the mocha latte.”
“It’s good to put myself out there and try new things every now and then.”
As Abby walked away, she was certain there was some sort of message in there for her, but she didn’t know what it was. But there was definitely something going on with Sadie.
Abby made the toasted marshmallow latte for Sadie and made herself a caramel latte. It was a different drink for her as well. Something told her this chat with Sadie was going to be different, as well, but she had absolutely no idea what it was going to be about.
When she returned, she found Sadie had picked a table in the corner, away from the other patrons who were either working on their laptops or reading a book. She never minded people hanging out at the coffeeshop…as long as they bought something to drink.
She placed the cup in front of Sadie. “One toasted marshmallow latte. Hope you like it.”
Sadie took a sip and then nodded. “It’s good.” She took another sip. “It’s really good. I shouldn’t have waited this long to try it.”
Abby was happy to hear it. She took a sip of her caramel latte. It was good too. “So, what has you smiling so much?”
“Reed asked me to go to Chicago with him.” Her smile broadened, puffing up her cheeks.
“That’s great. But why are you going there in the middle of winter?”
“Well…he wants to show me his old stomping grounds, and he has some business to do while he’s there.”
Abby nodded. “What are you going to do while he’s working?”
“I was thinking of doing some wedding shopping. I thought maybe I could find some gifts there that I can’t find in Bayberry.”
“So, you’re going to go run all around Chicago on your own?”
Sadie shrugged. “Unless you would be willing to go with me.”
“Me?” She immediately shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Come on. We’d have fun together.”
It was true they would have a lot of fun, but then her sense of responsibility kicked in. “But I have to be here to run the coffeeshop.”
“Mia can keep an eye on things here for you.” There was a glint of hope in her eyes.
It was more than the business that had her dragging her feet. Brad’s image filled her mind, and then just as quickly she imagined there was a blonde reaching for his hand before she leaned her head against his shoulder. It happened with her ex, and they were supposed to be in a relationship. She wasn’t even dating Brad. There was no reason for him not to be seeing someone. The thought created a sour feeling in the pit of Abby’s gut.
She shoved the image to the back of her mind. She didn’t want to think about him. And she certainly didn’t want to see him again.
“Will you go with us?” Sadie’s voice drew her attention. “Please…”
Abby shook her head. “I don’t think so. Besides, I don’t want to be a third wheel. You and Reed will have more fun without me.”
The smile disappeared from Sadie’s face as she sighed. “It’s okay. I understand. And just so you know, you wouldn’t have been a third wheel.”
Feeling bad about letting her friend down, she wanted to move the conversation away from herself. “So, when are you leaving?”
Sadie lowered her gaze as she shook her head. “I’m not going to go.”
“What?” Oh no. This wasn’t good. “Why? Because I’m not going.”
Sadie shrugged. “It was a silly idea. I have things to do here with the plans to rebuild the newspaper building.”
“Sadie, why aren’t you going to go?” She hated the thought of her friend missing out on this trip because of her.
Sadie shrugged as she stared at her latte. “I don’t want to be an obligation to Reed. He has other things to do besides worry about me.”
Abby worried her bottom lip. It wouldn’t be so bad getting out of town. It had been years since she went anywhere. In fact, the last time she went on a road trip, it had been to Bluestar Island. A smile tugged at the corners of her lips. She had had the best time on the island.
“What are you smiling about?” Sadie arched a brow.
“I was just thinking about our road trip to Bluestar Island. All four of us had such a great time.” It had been her, Sadie, Carrie, and Kate. Best friends for life was the way they’d referred to themselves.
Sadie smiled. “It was a great time. Why did we stop doing things like that?”
Abby paused to give it some thought. “I think because we grew up, and responsibilities got in the way.”
Sadie nodded. “I think you’re right.”
This was a chance to get back some of that fun in her life. But she still wasn’t sure about this trip. “So, how long were you going to be gone?”
Sadie’s eyes flickered with hope. “Not long. We’re flying out Friday morning, and we’d fly back on Monday morning. So, just a long weekend.”
It really wasn’t that long. “And you want just the two of us to go shopping?”
Sadie nodded. “I was hoping to find something special for the bridal party and maybe a groom gift.”
It seemed like something fun they could do together. “But you know it’s going to be really cold.”
Sadie rolled her eyes. “You do realize we live in Vermont, don’t you?”
Abby laughed and then Sadie joined her. She was out of excuses not to go. “Okay. I’ll do it.”
“Yay!” The smile was back on Sadie’s face. “I’ll work on figuring out some stores for us to visit. Do you have any place you want to go?”
Abby shook her head. “I’ve never been to Chicago. I wouldn’t know where to go.”
“I need to tell Reed that we’re going.” Sadie got to her feet. “He’s going to be so happy. Thank you for doing this. We’re going to have a great time.”
Abby stood. “Yes, we will.”
After a quick hug, Sadie left. Abby was left wondering if she’d made the right decision. After all, it was going to be nearly impossible to avoid Brad. What was that going to be like?






  
  Chapter Sixteen

The big game


He was running out of chances. 
Brad had invited Reed, Sadie, and Abby to Chicago for the final football game. It was tradition that he and Reed watch it together. And he wasn’t ready to give up on their friendship.
The ladies spent the last two days shopping for the wedding. He wasn’t sure what all there was to buy, but that was because he normally kept a safe distance from weddings.
He didn’t believe in love. It had only brought misery to his mother’s life. So, why would he set himself up to be hurt or worse to hurt someone else because he couldn’t love them like they wanted to be loved?
It was now Sunday evening, and everyone was at his condo to watch the game on his big screen television. He didn’t know what he expected, but it certainly wasn’t for Sadie and Abby to be cheering—for the wrong team. And at the end of the first quarter, the wrong team was winning.
“I’m going to order food,” Brad said. “What are people in the mood for?”
“Deep dish pizza,” Abby said.
“Chinese,” Sadie said.
After the ladies called out their choices, they stopped and smiled at each other.
Brad turned to Reed. “Looks like you’re the tie breaker.”
“That’s okay,” Abby said. “Chinese sounds good.”
“Are you sure?” Brad asked. “I could order both.”
Abby shook her head. “That would be too much food. Chinese sounds good.”
“Maybe another time.” When Sadie and Reed turned to each other to speak softly, he sent Abby a wink.
Color filled her cheeks, but she didn’t say anything as he got up to go place the dinner order.
It was nice having them over for the game. He could get used to the four of them hanging out together. But in order for that to happen, he had to convince Reed and Sadie to move to Chicago. If they did, he wondered if Abby could be convinced to open a coffeeshop in the city. He would be her biggest customer.
When the game paused for advertisements, Brad turned to Abby and Sadie, who were kicked back on the sectional. “Did you guys have a successful shopping trip?”
Sadie beamed. “It was excellent. I got my wedding party gifts. I think everyone is going to like them.”
“They will,” Abby said confidently.
His attention turned to Abby. “Did you find anything for yourself?”
Abby shook her head and glanced away.
It wasn’t until he’d uttered the words that he realized he’d put her on the spot. After the episode with the espresso machine, he already knew money was tight for her. He’d only meant to make conversation with her because ever since they’d kissed, things had changed between them. She didn’t really talk to him. In fact, she hadn’t called him about wedding plans. And even his text messages had been met with an overwhelming number of one-word answers.
Surely, she wasn’t still upset about the kiss. It was no big deal—at least that was what he kept telling himself.
Turning his attention away from Abby, he looked at Reed. “Did you see that they have some condo openings in your old building?”
Reed shook his head. “I hadn’t noticed.”
Brad kept going. “I hear they’re creating larger units by combining two units into one.”
Reed took a drink and swallowed. “That will be good for families.”
“That’s what I was thinking.” Since the subtle approach wasn’t achieving his objective, he decided on the direct approach. “After the wedding, you and Sadie could purchase a condo and settle down here.”
Both Abby and Sadie frowned at him. He’d have thought after their successful shopping trip that they might have warmed up to Chicago—might have discovered the benefits of living in the city.
Reed shook his head. “Sorry, buddy. Looks like you’re going to have to come to Bayberry next year to watch the big game.”
“It’s a date.” Though he still hadn’t given up hope of bringing Reed back to Chicago. He just hadn’t found the right incentive.
It was half-time when the Chinese takeout was delivered. He began spreading out the various dishes from fried rice and kung pao chicken to shrimp lo mein as well as a few other dishes.
“What can I do?” Abby’s voice came from behind him.
Ding.
He reached for his phone. It was a message from his mother.
I’m home. I’m tired. We’ll talk tomorrow. Love you.
His mother had been at her friend’s house to play cards. He’d asked her to let him know when she got home. He worried about her. She wasn’t as young as she used to be.
After he responded to his mother’s message that he loved her, too, he glanced up to find Abby frowning at him. It seemed like she’d been frowning at him all weekend.
He’d been trying to get her alone all weekend without any luck. They weren’t exactly alone, but they at least had a chance to have a private word.
He smiled at her. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’ve been avoiding me.”
She leaned against the counter and stared at him. “Why are you trying to talk Reed into moving back to Chicago?”
“No…” He tried to act innocent. “I was just making conversation.”
She arched a brow as she leaned toward him. “It was more than that and we both know it.”
He turned his back to her as he opened a cupboard and pulled out four white plates with black trim. He could feel her stare boring holes into the back of his head. “And why do you think I’d do that?”
“We aren’t talking about me and what I think. This is about you and why you’re causing trouble for Reed and Sadie.” Her voice rose as she got more worked up.
“Shh... You don’t want them to overhear you.”
She lowered her voice. “Why? Are you afraid they’ll be mad at you?”
She didn’t understand. He was looking out for his best friend. Sure, Reed liked it now in Bayberry, but when the newness of his romance wore away, he was going to regret his decision to move to Nowheresville.
Brad worried that when Reed became restless in Bayberry, and the gossip grated on his last nerve, his marriage would suffer. And Brad didn’t want that for them. Because he might not have been in favor of this marriage in the beginning, but after witnessing them together, even he had to admit they made a good couple.
Abby crossed her arms and frowned at him. “You’re trying to break them up, aren’t you?”
He shushed her again. “That is absolutely not true.”
“Then stop with all of the comments about how great Chicago is and that Reed should move back here.”
And then it dawned on him that this conversation wasn’t really about him. It was about Abby. She’d found a way to put up a wall between them.
“Abby, if this is about what happened between us at the coffeeshop—”
“What?” Her voice rose again. And then as though she realized she’d said that too loud, she lowered her voice. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He took a step toward her. In a gravelly voice, he said, “Yes, you do.” When she shook her head, he said, “Maybe I should remind you.”
She took a step back. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“Is that a challenge?”
“No.”
His gaze searched hers. “Abby, why are you putting up this wall between us?”
“I think you know the answer to that.”
“If I did, do you think I’d be asking you?”
She was quiet for so long he wasn’t sure she was going to answer him. “I’m not interested in being second best.”
“Second best?” If he was confused before, he was even more so now. “Second best to who?”
She shook her head. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. I saw your phone.”
“Saw what on my phone?” He really didn’t know what she was talking about, but he certainly wanted to get to the bottom of it.
“I can read upside down.” She pressed both hands to her curvy hips. “I can’t believe you’re going to continue to deny what I saw with my own eyes.”
“Abby, just say it.” He wanted to clear this up right now.
She straightened her shoulders and tilted her chin upward until she was looking directly into his eyes. “You told me Linda wasn’t your girlfriend. Has that changed?”
“No.” Were those sparks of jealousy flashing in her eyes?
“Then who is Linda? And don’t lie to me.”
“He didn’t tell you?” At the sound of Reed’s voice, they both turned. Reed opened the fridge and looked inside. Without taking anything out, he closed the door and turned back to them. “Brad, why didn’t you tell her about your mother?”
“Mother?” The surprise was evident in Abby’s voice.
A smile pulled at the corner of his lips as he nodded. “It’s true. Linda is my mother.”
Abby’s gaze narrowed in on him, as though she weren’t sure she believed either of them. “But why do you have her name on your phone instead of it saying Mom?”
Reed stepped forward. “I can answer this one. It was back in college, and his mother used to check in on him daily. Some of the guys started razzing him, so he changed her name on his phone, and no one was the wiser—well, except for me.” Reed’s gaze moved to the plates and the bags of food. “Want me to take that out for you?”
“Sure,” Brad said.
When they were once more alone, he asked, “Are we good again?”
She shrugged. “I suppose. Let’s go join them.”
He wanted to spend some more time alone with her, especially now that she was no longer glaring at him. “Are you that hungry?”
“Not really, but Reed forgot to take any utensils.”
Brad nodded in understanding and grabbed what they needed from the drawer. He followed her back to the living room where food was set up on the over-sized coffee table.
As the conversation picked up while the halftime show played in the background, he was relieved to find Abby smiling and talking to him again. In fact, he found that he liked it a little too much. But he assured himself it was only momentary. Soon she would be back in Bayberry. A safe distance from him.

      [image: ]She’d made a fool of herself.
Late the following afternoon, Abby made her way to the Steaming Brew. She had never been away from her beloved business for an entire weekend.
But to her relief, everything had gone smoothly. Now that she had the new espresso machine, her stress had gone down considerably. She’d already made two payments to Brad. It was going to take her longer than she would like to pay him back. But with every payment, she felt a little better.
Now settled in the office, she started to sort through her email.
Knock-knock.
Abby glanced up to find Mia standing in her doorway. “Thanks for taking care of the place this weekend. I really appreciate it.”
“It was no big deal.”
“What do you need?”
Mia shook her head. “Nothing. I was just wondering how your trip went. Did you see Brad?”
Abby rolled her eyes. “You know I did. He’s the reason we flew to Chicago.”
Mia stepped farther into the office. “And how was he?”
Heat rushed to her cheeks. “Mia, please stop. There’s nothing going on between Brad and myself.”
Mia looked at her with disbelief showing in her eyes. “You might tell yourself that, but a man doesn’t buy an espresso machine for someone he’s not interested in.”
She’d had the same thought, and now that she knew who Linda was, she reconsidered the possibility of him and her—of them. “It would never work. He lives in Chicago.”
“There are ways around that.”
Abby shook her head. “He loves the city, and I love Bayberry. There’s no in-between.”
“Never say never.”
Chime.
At last, a reasonable excuse to put an end to this awkward conversation. “I need to get this.”
Mia nodded. “Just remember what I said.”
After Mia slipped out the door, Abby picked up her phone. She wasn’t expecting to hear from anyone. She’d already told her mother she was home safe and sound.
When she glanced at her phone, she was surprised to see Brad’s name on the screen.
Brad: Just checking to see that you made it home safely.


Abby: Home safe and sound.


Brad: That’s good to hear. The next time you’re in Chicago, we have a date to get deep dish pizza.


A date? She reread the message over and over again. She assured herself that he didn’t mean an actual date. It had to be an offhand comment, nothing more.
Abby: I’ll be in touch soon to go over details for the wedding shower.


Brad: Shower? Why would I care about that? It’s for the women.


Abby: It used to be. Now it’s a combined event.


Brad: You mean us guys have to go to the bridal shower?


She could already imagine him with a distinct frown. A little smile tugged on the corners of her lips.
Abby: I told you it’s a wedding shower. Note the word wedding instead of bridal.


Knock-knock.
“Come in.” Abby glanced up from her phone.
Mia poked her head in. “Thought you’d want to know that your mother just stopped in.”
“Thanks. I’ll be right out.”
Brad: When is this shower?


Abby: The end of next month. Gotta go!


She slipped her phone into her pocket. She glanced up at the computer monitor with all of the emails that she’d missed. There were a couple of bills that needed to be paid, but other than that, there was nothing urgent.
It looked like the coffeeshop was able to function in her absence. In one way, it felt good. In another way, it didn’t feel so good. She shut down the computer and made her way to the front of the shop.
She immediately spotted her mother standing in line for coffee. Feeling extra good after her weekend off and extra generous, she made her mother’s favorite coffee: medium roast, extra cream, and two packs of sweetener. She carried it around the counter to her mother.
“Here you go.” Abby held out the hot coffee.
Her mother looked at her and arched a brow. “Why do you have that look on your face?”
What look? She honestly didn’t know what her mother was talking about. “I don’t have a look.”
“You do. You were smiling. It was like this dreamy look.” And then her mother’s eyes widened. “Are you in love?”
The question came out much louder than Abby would have preferred. Heads turned in their direction just as the heat of embarrassment swirled in her chest before rushing to her face.
At that moment, her initial reaction was to lead her mother outside where they could have a private conversation, but a glance toward the window let her know that it had begun to snow.
Instead, she led her mother over to a table for two next to the window. Once they were both seated, she lowered her voice and said, “What did you have to go and say that for?”
“But isn’t it true? I should have known this was going to happen when you said you were flying to Chicago to go see that guy.”
“Mom, I didn’t fly out to see Brad. I went to help Sadie with some wedding stuff.”
Her mother’s gaze narrowed in on her. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
“No. Of course not.” Her words were rushed and running into each other. Even though her heart was now racing and her palms were sweaty, she slowed her words and tried to sound nonchalant when she said, “I think you’ve been reading one too many romance novels.”
Her mother stared at her. The look on her face said that she didn’t believe her. “And I suppose you’re sticking to your story that he didn’t gift you that expensive espresso machine? The whole town is talking about it.”
She inwardly groaned. “I told you that it’s a loan. Nothing more.”
Her mother nodded. “And when is Brad coming to visit again?”
Abby shrugged. “He doesn’t consult me on his plans. But I would suspect that the next time he’ll be here is for the wedding shower.” And now it was time to change the subject. “Speaking of the shower, can you make some of the food?”
Her mother loved to cook and was always complaining that it was no fun cooking for one. So, any time her mother got to cook for a group, she was all over it.
Her mother’s eyes lit up. “Sure. What were you thinking? Maybe some rigatoni?”
Abby nodded. “And how about some pierogies?”
“I’ll have to get the big pans from the community hall’s kitchen.”
“Sounds good. I’ll mark you down for bringing two side dishes. Thanks, Mom.”
Even after her mother took her coffee and left, Abby was left with her mother’s observation. Had she been smiling? She supposed that was possible. After all, she’d had a good weekend—a really good weekend now that she knew who Linda was.
But smiling didn’t equate to love—not even close. She enjoyed Brad’s company, nothing more. After all, she enjoyed a lot of people’s company, and she wasn’t in love with them.
And the fact that she looked forward to their verbal sparring via text message didn’t mean anything either. He was just a friend. Although, it was getting harder and harder to believe the stories she kept telling herself about him. Someday soon she might have to admit that he was more than a friend. But how much more?






  
  Chapter Seventeen

Valentine’s Day


It was not one of her favorite holidays. 
Abby didn’t hate Valentine’s Day. That was definitely too strong of a word. But she didn’t particularly love it either.
Maybe it had something to do with her last boyfriend forgetting about the day altogether. I mean, who forgets Valentine’s Day when they’ve dated someone for over two years?
But she wasn’t going to waste her time dwelling on the past. Instead, she would focus on the day’s brisk and steady business. She noticed people who normally ordered one coffee were instead ordering two coffees. It appeared a great number of Bayberry’s population were getting coffee for Valentine’s Day. 
Abby certainly wouldn’t complain about their choice in Valentine’s treats. It would help pay for the expensive espresso machine that she would be making payments on for a long time.
Abby turned from filling two large caramel lattes when she spotted Carrie walking in. A smile lifted her lips, and she nodded, since her hands weren’t free to wave. It was always nice to see a good friend. Although she was a little surprised to see Carrie that morning, since next to Christmas and Easter, this was Carrie’s biggest day of the year. She wondered what reason had dragged her away from her candy making.
Carrie got in line. Even though there were three of them working the line that morning, they still couldn’t keep up. Abby was filling orders with Mia while Jimmy was working the checkout.
When Carrie reached the counter, she said, “Can I get a caramel latte?”
“I’ll get it.” Mia walked away.
Abby arched a brow as she looked at Carrie. “What are you doing here?”
“I told you. I want a latte.” Her words were a little rushed as she glanced everywhere but at Abby.
Her friend was up to something. “So, how’s business at Totally Chocolate?”
“It’s really busy. I think it’s our busiest month since we opened. If this keeps up, I might be able to hire some additional help.”
“That’s great. I plan to stop by later today and get some of your turtles.” They were her favorite.
Mia placed the latte on the counter and walked away.
It was only then that Abby realized Carrie had her hands behind her back. She didn’t reach for the coffee. That was strange. What was she up to?
“Maybe you won’t have to stop by today.” Carrie produced a red rectangular box with a big white bow. She held it out to her. “This is for you.”
Abby sent her a puzzled look. “You brought me chocolates?”
Carrie shook her head. “I’m just the delivery person. The chocolates aren’t from me. There’s a note.”
Abby looked down at the giant white bow and saw the corner of a little envelope sticking out.
Before she could reach for it, she was distracted when Carrie held out some cash.
Abby shook her head. “It’s on the house. Consider it a tip for you so kindly bringing me chocolates. Wait.” She glanced at the box before looking up at her friend. “There are chocolates inside? Right?”
Carrie smiled and nodded.
“Any turtles?”
Carrie sent her an innocent look as she shrugged her shoulders. “You’ll have to find out. Happy Valentines.”
After Carrie left, Mia walked over. “Who’s the chocolate from?”
“I don’t know.” It was true. She hadn’t looked at the card yet. But she definitely had a suspicion.
“I think everyone knows who it’s from.” Mia grinned at her.
She wasn’t comfortable having her private life become such public knowledge. When her gaze moved to the seating area that was about a third full, she saw Esther and Marla staring directly at her. They didn’t even make the slightest attempt to act like they were minding their own business. Sometimes, it would be nice to live someplace where everyone didn’t know her business.
She thought of taking the box back to her office and opening the little card there, but she was too anxious. And it wasn’t like there was anything to hide. Even if the chocolates were from Brad, it wasn’t like there was anything going on between them. Then the memory of that kiss flashed in her mind. But that was a long time ago, and nothing like that had happened since.
She pulled the small white envelope from the box and opened the flap. She pulled out the card with two little candy hearts printed on the lower right corner.
The handwriting was familiar. It was Carrie’s.
Happy Cupid’s Day!

Enjoy, B


Bas in Brad. She was touched that he’d thought of her and sent her candy. She was a little disappointed that there wasn’t more to his message. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she gave herself a mental shake. Why should there be more than a friendly note? It was very thoughtful of him. 
She raised her head and saw the two gossips still staring at her. She smiled at them before she opened the box of chocolates. Inside were chocolate turtles. Her mouth watered. Her favorite.
She put the lid back on the box. She would definitely enjoy them later. She’d put them in her office for safe keeping.
Before she took more than two steps, the front door opened. She glanced over her shoulder to find it was a delivery person.
Abby turned around. The blonde with a perky ponytail sent her a friendly smile. “I’ve got a delivery for Abby Clark.”
“That’s me.” Abby stepped forward.
The delivery person placed a big cardboard box on the counter. Abby wasn’t expecting anything. So, after she signed for the package, she checked the address. It had the name of some card shop in Chicago.
Abby couldn’t help but smile. What had Brad done this time?
Not in the mood for an audience, she carried both boxes to her office. Mia raised her brows at the sight of the big box, but she didn’t say a word.
Abby told herself she shouldn’t be as excited as she was, but this was totally unexpected. What had gotten into Brad?
Once the office door was closed, she placed both boxes on her desk. The cardboard box was large, but it was surprisingly light—so light that she wasn’t even sure there was something inside of it.
Grabbing a pair of scissors from her desk drawer, she sliced through the packing tape. She pulled back the flaps. Three balloons popped out.
A big smile pulled at her lips. The pink, red and white balloons were tethered to something. She peered inside. She blinked, not sure what she was seeing.
She reached inside and withdrew the tether. It was a pink, purple, and red dinosaur. She let out a laugh. The body was red with purple horns on the top of its head and another horn on its nose. And it had pink and purple heart-shaped spots.
She immediately knew where he’d gotten the idea. She recalled the dinosaur they’d seen in a shop window when she’d given him a tour of the town. At the time, she’d told him that the dino was “kinda cute.”
So, what was she to make of his gifts? She wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like he’d said anything romantic. Was this some sort of friend’s gift?
There was a part of her that wanted there to be more feeling behind the gifts. Was that wrong? She wasn’t sure. She was certainly confused.
She put the dinosaur on her desk and sat down. She pulled out her phone and started to type.
Thank you!


A couple of minutes passed with no response. He must be busy. She wasn’t sure what to do with the balloons and dinosaur. In the end, she decided to put them back in the box and take them home.
Chime.
For what?


For a moment, her heart leaped into her throat. Had she made a mistake? Was there another B that she should be thanking?
Then her gaze moved to the box that was sitting next to the door. She went through everything she knew, from the little card on the box of chocolates to the return address being in Chicago on the box of balloons and dinosaur. Everything is most definitely from Brad.
Chime.
Brad: Are you still there?


Abby: Stop messing with my mind. I know the gifts are from you.


Brad: Busted. Hope you like them.


Abby: A Valentine’s dinosaur? I wonder where you got that idea.


Brad: I think it’s a new holiday trend.


She laughed. She loved how he could make her laugh. He was fun. She just wished he wasn’t so far away. A pang of longing came over her.
Abby: Do you think they’ll have dinosaurs with bunny ears for Easter?


Brad: Is that a challenge?


Abby: What? No. Of course not.


Brad: I don’t know. It sure sounded like a challenge to me.


Abby: Brad, no!


Brad: Gotta go. I’m late for a meeting. Enjoy the chocolate!


And then he was gone once more.
In that moment, she missed him. Missed his smile. Missed his warm laugh. Missed the way his blue eyes would light up when he was telling her a story.
She assured herself it didn’t mean she was falling for him. But it was all right to miss a friend. She never thought she would say that, but they were definitely friends. After all, no one but a good friend would get her a dinosaur for Valentine’s Day.






  
  Chapter Eighteen


It was a quiet February day. 
Abby decided it was the Arctic blast they were getting from Canada that was keeping a lot of people from venturing out for their morning coffee. She took advantage of the downtime to restock the condiment station with sweetener packets, coffee stirrers, and napkins. For a coffeeshop that doesn’t serve food, she was surprised how many napkins they could go through. It appeared that there was a lot of spilled coffee.
She had just finished tidying up when the door opened. She turned to greet her latest customer, when she noticed it was Sadie. She wasn’t used to seeing her at this time of the morning.
“Hey,” Abby said, “what can I get you?”
Sadie shook her head. “Nothing. Can we talk?”
“Um...yeah. Sure.” She led her friend over to the table where Kate usually had her morning coffee before heading to the candle factory.
Once they were both seated, Abby looked at her friend and could see that there was definitely something wrong—something serious. Oh no. Did Sadie have cold feet about the upcoming wedding? Or did Reed call it off for some reason?
She hoped she was jumping to all of the wrong conclusions. She loved Sadie like a sister that she’d never had. Even though she liked Reed, if it came to taking sides, she was firmly in Sadie’s corner.
The longer Sadie was quiet, the more Abby’s imagination concocted some worrisome scenarios. And yet, Abby sat quietly waiting for her friend to confide in her. She just hoped it was nothing serious.
“I’m worried about Reed,” Abby finally said. “I’m not sure he’s happy in Bayberry.”
Oh no. “If this is about something Brad said...”
“What?” Sadie’s brows scrunched together as she gave her a look. “Why would you say that?”
“I...” Abby’s mind scrambled to come up with an answer. “I just meant with us having visited Chicago and all that, Brad might have said something to make Reed regret his move here.”
Sadie shook her head. “It’s not Brad. It’s Reed. He’s always saying things like in Chicago this or in Chicago that... And it made me realize how much he is sacrificing for us to be together.”
Abby nodded. “And you’re feeling a bit guilty about it?”
“Exactly. But I’ve lived in various places around the world. When I was younger, I couldn’t wait to get away from Bayberry. And now that I’m older, I know this is exactly where I belong. It’s where I want to raise my family.”
“Has Reed said he’s changed his mind about settling down in Bayberry?”
Sadie shook her head. “Not directly.”
“But you’re worried about what he isn’t saying?”
“Yes. What if this wedding is a mistake?” Her breathing came in short gasps. “What if…if he marries me and then realizes that small town life isn’t for him?” Sadie started to hyperventilate.
“Whoa! Calm down. Take a deep breath in and then slowly release it.” When Sadie hesitated, Abby said, “Go ahead. Breathe in. Deeper. Deeper. Hold it. Okay. Now slowly blow it out.” When Sadie was about to speak, Abby held up a finger. “Do it again.” When Sadie rolled her eyes, Abby said, “Again.”
After Sadie took another deep breath and blew it out, she said, “Abby, what am I going to do? I don’t want us to make a mistake.”
“You aren’t. He loves you. Anyone can see that.”
She shook her head. “I know that, but what if love isn’t enough.”
Abby, who considered herself a bit jaded where love was concerned, found herself saying, “Love is everything. And you have that with Reed. Did you ever consider that you’re just having a case of wedding jitters? After all, the ceremony isn’t that far off.”
Sadie hesitated. “Maybe you’re right. I don’t know.”
“Have you asked Reed point blank if he’s sure about moving to Bayberry?”
She nodded. “I did. He said he didn’t have any reservations. Still, I just can’t shake these worries.”
And Abby had a feeling why these doubts were nagging at her friend. Brad. Was he still going on about Reed moving back to Chicago?
At the time, she thought he was just lonely and missing his best friend, but now she was wondering if there was more to it. Was Brad actively trying to convince Reed to move back to Chicago? She didn’t know for sure, but it was definitely a possibility.
“Sadie, everything is going to be okay. You need to trust in Reed’s love for you. And he does love you. It’s in the way he looks at you and the way he talks to you.” She pointed to her diamond ring. “And it’s in the way he proposed to you. That was so romantic.”
Sadie smiled and nodded. “You’re right. I’m just letting my nerves get the best of me. I should get going.”
When Sadie stood, Abby did the same. “It’s okay. All of this wedding stuff is a big deal.” Then Abby had an idea, but she wasn’t sure she should say anything. She didn’t want to add to Sadie’s stress.
“What?” Sadie’s voice drew Abby from her internal debate.
Abby looked at her longtime friend and shook her head. “It’s nothing.”
Sadie stared directly at her, as though she were trying to read her thoughts. “Abby, just say whatever you’re thinking.”
Abby sighed as she weighed her words. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way—”
“Oh no. Abby, out with it.”
“I just wondered with all of the stress of planning the wedding and stuff if perhaps you’d want to push the wedding back—”
“No. No-no-no. I was just having a case of nerves. It’s passed now.”
“Are you sure?”
Sadie nodded. “I’m positive. Thank you for talking things out with me. I really appreciate it.”
Abby wasn’t sure she should have said anything about delaying the wedding. Sadie had been quick about shooting down the idea. And now Abby couldn’t tell if Sadie was upset with her or not.
“I’m sorry about suggesting that you delay the wedding. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
Sadie nodded. “I know.”
“I was just trying to lighten your load. If there’s anything I can do to help you or anything, just say the word. I’m here for you.” Abby stepped forward and gave her friend a hug.
When they pulled apart, Sadie left. Abby let Mia know that she was going to the office to do some work. Once she was in her office, she closed the door and pulled out her phone.
She thought of texting Brad. It was their normal form of communication. But this situation deserved more emotion than she could type.
This was Brad’s fault. She didn’t know if he was pushing Reed to move back to the city intentionally or not. Either way, he had to watch what he was saying before he caused a serious rift between Sadie and Reed.
She pulled up his number and pressed the phone icon. With the phone pressed to her ear, she began to pace. The phone rang once, twice, and a third time.
She was ready for it to kick to voicemail when she heard his voice. “Abby, I was just thinking about you.”
His tone was friendly and warm. But his charm wasn’t going to work on her this time. She was too upset with him.
“We need to talk.” She kept her voice firm.
“I figured that out when you called instead of messaging me.” The flirty tone was gone from his voice.
“I just got done talking to Sadie, and she was pretty worked up.”
“And what does that have to do with me?”
“It has everything to do with you. She has it in her head that after her and Reed marry, that he’ll change his mind about living in Bayberry, and he’ll want to move back to Chicago. I wonder where she got that idea.” Abby let the sarcasm drip from her voice.
There was a distinct pause. “Did you ever stop to consider that maybe she has a legitimate reason to worry?”
“No.” Her answer was quick and firm. “You don’t see them together day in and day out. They are happy together. Reed has made a home here. He has friends here. He has work here. And he has the woman he loves here.”
“There’s something you’re forgetting. Before he knew Bayberry existed, he had friends and work right here in Chicago.”
This man was so frustrating. Couldn’t he just accept that his friend was happy in Bayberry?
“I thought you had gotten over all of this,” she said.
“Gotten over what? My best friend making a decision that’s going to impact the rest of his life?”
“Reed already made the decision when he proposed to Sadie, don’t you think?”
There was another distinct pause in the conversation. “Maybe he didn’t think it the whole way through—”
“Whoa! Stop right there. You’re the only one with doubts. Stop sharing them.”
“I didn’t share them. And for the record, I don’t have doubts about them as a couple. I worry about Reed moving to Bayberry. But after talking to you, it sounds like I’m not the only one with doubts. Maybe they should delay the wedding.”
This man could be so aggravating. “I don’t know why I thought calling you would help anything.”
“Listen, I didn’t do anything. I’m sorry your friend is getting wedding jitters, but I had nothing to do with it. Maybe you’re just too stubborn to see what’s right in front of you.”
“They are in love. They have plans for the future. They are going to get married.”
“I hope you’re right. I mean it.”
“Wait. What?” Surely she hadn’t heard him clearly.
“You heard me. I want them both to be happy.”
He did nothing but confuse her. One moment, she thought he was opposed to the wedding. And then in the next, it’s like he’s all for the wedding. Now she didn’t know what to believe.
“Is that all you wanted?” His tone was businesslike.
He was dismissing her. She suppressed a frustrated sigh. “Yes.”
“Okay. I have to get back to a meeting.” And then the line went dead.
She was left to stand there and try to make sense of what was just said. She didn’t know if she should be angry with him or feel bad for jumping all over his case.

      [image: ]Was his friend having second thoughts?
Brad was caught off-guard by that phone call from Abby. He loved Reed like a brother. And that was why the next day, he was already considering flying to Vermont. But he was struggling to come up with a legitimate reason.
Instead, he would have to settle for calling Reed. He wasn’t sure what he’d say. He would have to wing the conversation. Before he could talk himself out of it, he picked up the phone.
On the second ring, Reed picked up. “Hey, Brad, I was just going to send you that report.”
Report? It took him a moment to figure out what his friend was talking about. “I didn’t call about it. I was wondering if you wanted to hang out and catch a hockey game?”
“You mean you’re coming to Bayberry?” There was a definite note of surprise in Reed’s voice. 
He was thinking of getting tickets and going to an in-person game. He hadn’t given visiting Bayberry a thought until that moment. But maybe this required a quick visit. “Sure.”
“That’s great. I heard Sadie mention that Abby’s birthday is coming up at the end of this month. Do you think you could make it then?”
“I, uh...” He wasn’t sure what to say. Thinking about how their last conversation hadn’t gone well, he said, “I don’t know if Abby would want me there.”
“Sure, she would.” There was such confidence in Reed’s voice it had Brad wanting to believe him.
“I don’t know. Maybe you should run the idea past Abby.”
“No can do. Sadie wants to surprise her with a little birthday party. I don’t know if it’s the wedding or what, but Sadie is suddenly into wanting to do surprises. And I couldn’t think of a bigger surprise than having you there.”
Wanting to change the subject in order for him to figure out if he should or shouldn’t crash Abby’s birthday, he asked, “So, how are you and Sadie doing? Getting cold feet or anything?”
“Cold feet?” Reed’s tone changed. “Why would I get cold feet? I’m marrying the woman of my dreams.”
A collision of emotions occurred within him. On one hand he was happy for his friend. Everyone should find that someone special. On the other hand, he was disappointed that Reed wasn’t thinking about moving back to Chicago.
Reed was more than a friend to him. He was family. And Brad missed him every day.
“I’m happy for you.” Brad truly meant it.
“Is there a specific reason you asked?”
Brad thought of his conversation with Abby and decided to keep her confidence. Whatever was going on with Sadie was most likely a case of nerves.
“Uh, no. Just checking on the groom and making sure that everything is going well.”
“Couldn’t be happier. Well, that’s not quite true. I’ll be happier when I have an office again. With the winter weather, the rebuilding of the newspaper office has been put off until spring.”
They were building Rumor Quill offices above the Bayberry Gazette. This was all happening whether he liked it or not. Abby was right, he had to get onboard with it.
Brad tried to be as supportive as he knew how. “Spring will be here before you know it.”
“Talk about a busy spring between the build and the wedding. It’s going to keep us on our toes.”
They talked for a little longer—long enough for Brad to be certain that everything was okay between Reed and Sadie.
“So, you’ll come for Abby’s birthday?” Reed asked.
Brad felt as though there was only one right answer; otherwise, he’d never hear the end of it from Reed. “Yes, I’ll be there.”
“Good. I’ll send you details about the party.” Reed’s voice took on a happy tone. “You’ll see. Bayberry will grow on you.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“Just wait. You’ll see. I’m right.”
Brad rolled his eyes. He was not moving to a small town. No way. No how.
After they said goodbye, Brad realized he was going to have to figure out a birthday gift for Abby. And he had no idea what she would like. This was not going to be easy.






  
  Chapter Nineteen

Abby’s birthday


February twenty-sixth came and went. 
Two days later, Abby was frowning as she wiped off a table at the coffeeshop. She knew she shouldn’t feel sorry for herself. She had a good life. But the only person to wish her a happy birthday was her mother. For the first time ever, her friends had all forgotten.
Her birthday had been on Thursday, and when it came and went, she’d thought it was because her friends were planning to take her out Friday night. But then Friday came and went without anyone mentioning grabbing dinner or going to hear a band at Sonny’s Jukebox.
It was now Saturday evening, and her thirtieth birthday was forgotten. She told herself to let it go. And then she amused herself by wondering if her birthday was forgotten, did that mean she could skip that birthday altogether and remain twenty-nine?
The thought made her smile. If only life were that simple.
“The back is all cleaned up,” Mia said. “Do you need help out here?”
Abby shook her head. “I’m almost done. Go enjoy your evening.”
“Thanks. I’ll see you on Monday.”
Sunday was the only day the coffeeshop was closed. When she’d originally opened the coffeeshop, she’d been planning to have it open seven days a week. But then her friends convinced her that everyone needed a break. She couldn’t afford to close for two days, so she picked Sunday as the one day that she didn’t have to worry about the coffeeshop.
After wiping off the last table, Abby grabbed the mop bucket from where it rested behind the counter. Mia had already mopped the kitchen area and behind the counter. That only left the seating area. With the chairs already resting on the tabletops, it wouldn’t take long to finish up.
She immediately got to work. She had a date at home with a romantic suspense book that had her constantly guessing who the villain was. Every time she settled on one suspect, she would learn a new clue that would change her mind and point her in a new direction.
With one last swish of the mop, she was done. She released a relieved sigh.
“Abby?”
The unexpected voice caused her to jump and slosh some of the mop bucket water. She spun around to find Sadie standing there.
Abby pressed a hand to her pounding chest. “You startled me. I must have been lost in my thoughts and not heard the door open. What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to see if you wanted to grab a late dinner.”
Thoughts of reading drifted to the back of her mind. She glanced down at the spilled water. She quickly mopped it up. “That sounds like a good idea.”
“Great.” Sadie smiled. “Are you ready to go?”
“Almost.” She glanced around. “Isn’t Reed joining us?”
“He was busy.” She pulled out her phone and looked at it before returning it to her coat pocket. “He said he’d catch up with us later.”
Abby wondered what had Reed so busy. Usually Sadie and Reed were attached at the hip. But it would be nice to spend some alone time with her friend.
Then she had a thought. “Should we call Carrie and Kate and see if they want to join us?”
Sadie shook her head as she once more pulled out her phone and looked at it. She quickly typed something before looking up. “I already talked to them, and they’re busy. So, it’s just you and me.”
Was it just her or did Sadie’s words seem a little rushed? And what was the deal with her phone? Sadie wasn’t normally so distracted.
Maybe whatever was distracting her was the reason she wanted to go to dinner. Maybe it was something she didn’t want to discuss in front of Reed. Maybe it was about Reed. Was that why he wasn’t with her?
Abby looked directly at her friend. “Is everything all right? You aren’t having wedding jitters again, are you?”
Sadie shook her head. “No. You really helped me the last time. I went home and talked to Reed. He let me know that he didn’t have any reservations about moving to Bayberry. In fact, he said we should start house hunting.”
“House hunting? Wow.” She supposed it made sense, since they were to be married in two and a half months. “That’s exciting.”
Sadie nodded. “We have an appointment on Monday with a real estate agent to view a few places.”
So now Abby understood. Sadie wanted to talk about the next major step in her life—buying her first house. This was exciting.
Abby excused herself to go take care of the mop and bucket. A few minutes later, she emerged from the back with her coat on.
After locking up, Sadie insisted Abby leave her car and ride with her. Abby didn’t understand, since Sadie was going to have to backtrack to drop her off at her car, but she didn’t argue.
After she put on her seatbelt, she said, “We didn’t even discuss where we’re going to eat.”
“Oh, well, I thought we’d eat at Wright’s Eatery. Is that all right with you?”
“Um, sure. Sounds good to me.”
Abby turned the conversation back to her friend’s house hunting. “Are you two planning to live in town? Or on the outskirts?”
“I really want to live in town. I like being able to walk everywhere in the nice weather.”
Abby nodded in understanding. “Does Reed feel the same way?”
“He does. After all, he’s used to living in a big city.”
The car slowed as Sadie looked for a parking spot. Cars lined both sides of the street. There were certainly a lot of people in town that evening. There wasn’t a parking spot to be had in that block, so Sadie drove to the next one.
“Did you hear what’s going on?” Abby asked.
“What?” At last Sadie pulled into a parking spot.
“There must be something big going on in town for there to be that many cars. Is there a band at the Eatery?”
“You know, I’m not sure. I’ve just been so busy between plans for the new newspaper office, the wedding, and now house hunting. It’s been a lot.”
Abby nodded again as she got out of the car. “I can’t even imagine. But with all of these cars, I doubt we’re going to get a table.” She met up with Sadie on the sidewalk. “Maybe we should go somewhere else.”
Sadie stuck out her bottom lip and pouted. “Can’t we at least try? I have a craving for a blooming onion with their delicious dip.”
They did have some really good food. “We can try. I just hope you aren’t too disappointed when they don’t have room for us.”
“We’ll see...”
As they back tracked, they approached Totally Chocolate. Even though the blinds were drawn, there was still light glowing around the edges. That was strange. The shop was normally closed by now.
“Why do you think the lights are on?” Abby pointed toward the chocolate shop.
“I don’t know. Carrie didn’t say anything to me.”
“Should we stop in and just make sure everything is all right?”
“I don’t know. Maybe she’s having some sort of date night with Jackson.” Sadie paused on the sidewalk in front of the chocolate shop. “What do you think?”
Abby stopped next to her. “Maybe we should check in. If it’s a date, we’ll make a hasty exit. But maybe she’s dealing with some sort of emergency or something and could use some help.”
Sadie nodded. “Sounds like a good plan. And maybe she’ll change her mind about grabbing food with us.”
Abby headed to the door. She knew all about the challenges of running her own business. And her friends were always there for her. She would gladly return the favor.
As Abby reached for the door handle, Sadie said, “Maybe you should knock so we don’t startle her, like I did to you.”
Abby nodded. “Good idea.”
Knock-knock-knock.
They paused and waited.
“I don’t hear anything,” Sadie said. “Maybe you should see if the door’s unlocked.”
Abby didn’t hear anything either. She reached out and grasped the door handle. It wasn’t locked.
She cracked the door open and called out, “Carrie? Are you here?”
Maybe she was in the kitchen and forgot to lock the door. Sometimes, when Carrie got busy with a new chocolate creation, she lost track of time. Abby opened the door wider and stepped inside. 
“Surprise!”
The loud greeting and her friends jumping into the center of the shop had Abby’s heart leaping into her throat. Wow!
She turned a questioning gaze to Sadie, wondering what this was about.
Sadie smiled. “You surely didn’t think we’d actually forget your big three-O, do you?”
“This is all for me?” She smiled at about twenty of her friends that had gathered to wish her a happy birthday. After numerous people called out happy birthday wishes, Abby said, “Aw... Thank you, everyone.” She saw her mother, Carrie, and Kate. Happy tears rushed to her eyes. She blinked repeatedly. “I can’t believe you all did this.”
“It was Sadie’s idea,” Kate called out.
Abby turned to Sadie, who was standing a few feet away, and hugged her. “Thank you. No one has ever thrown me a surprise party before.”
“I just wanted to thank you for being a wonderful friend.” Sadie pulled back. “Go enjoy your party.”
When Abby turned around, she was immediately met by a pair of blue eyes. They were intense, and she could imagine getting lost in them. Brad.
What was he doing here? As the corners of his mouth lifted into a smile, her heart remembered to beat. In fact, it started to pound in her chest.
As he approached her, the rest of the guests faded into the background. She told herself he wasn’t in Bayberry just to see her. She told herself he must be in town to see Reed, but her heart wasn’t listening to what her mind was saying.
When he came to a stop in front of her, he said, “I hear it’s your birthday.”
She nodded. “Well, it was on, um... Thursday.”
“I’m glad I could be here for your party.”
“You are?” When she accidentally vocalized her thoughts, heat rushed to her face.
“I am.” He smiled, and she noticed his dimples. Her heart fluttered in her chest. He was so cute when he wasn’t frowning.
“Abby, come here,” her mother called to her.
She was torn between staying with Brad and going to speak to her guests. She was afraid if she moved away from him, he’d disappear. And she didn’t want that to happen. Because if she were brutally honest with herself, she’d missed him.
“Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll be here. We’ll catch up later.”
The words do you promise hovered on the tip of her tongue, but she bit them back. She didn’t want him to think she was falling for him—even if she might be.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll see you in a little bit.”
Soon she was surrounded by friends that she’d known all of her life. She strained to pay attention to the conversation because she was constantly looking over her shoulder for Brad. Every now and then when their gazes would connect, her heart would skip a beat.
She knew it was foolish to let her guard down with him. After all, he lived in a different town in a different state in a different time zone. Nothing good would come of letting herself get caught up in whatever this was between them. And still she kept looking in his direction.

      [image: ]She was breathtakingly beautiful.
Brad was glad he’d flown in for the party. Even from a distance, he took pleasure in watching Abby smiling and enjoying herself. He loved the way she could go from person to person and put smiles on their faces. 
The chocolate shop was crammed with well-wishers. And the gift table was heaped with wrapped gifts in pastel shades of pink, white, blue, and green. There were gift bags and frilly ribbons and impressive bows. He felt bad that all he had for her was a card. But he’d put something in the fridge that he knew she would enjoy.
“And what are you smiling about?”
Brad looked to his side to find Reed standing there. “I’m not smiling. You’re smiling.”
“You never smile like that unless we’re closing on an important deal. And even then, you don’t smile like that.” Reed followed his gaze directly to Abby. “You have it bad for her.”
“I do not.” His rebuke came out much faster than he’d intended.
Reed arched a brow. “I don’t believe your denial. And if you believe it, you’re a fool. She’s the best thing that has ever happened to you.”
Without another word, Reed turned and walked away, leaving Brad alone with his thoughts. And that wasn’t a good thing, because he envisioned what it would be like if he lived in the same town as Abby. 
He tried to imagine what their first date would look like. Would Abby expect something fancy? He looked over at her as she spoke to an older couple. When she laughed, her cheeks plumped up, and her big brown eyes sparkled. She wasn’t fancy. She didn’t have to be. She had an innate beauty that started within and worked its way outward.
So, their first official date wouldn’t be anything fancy. But it should be something fun. Yes, definitely fun. Maybe a baseball game. But it was still winter out.
Perhaps ice skating. The idea definitely had merit. But did Abby know how to skate? He had absolutely no idea. There was so much about her he didn’t know—that he found himself longing to learn everything about her.
He snacked on some of the pigs in a blanket, which were little smoked sausages wrapped in puff pastry. Someone had thought to add a little cheddar to each one, and it made all the difference. There was a crockpot with meatballs in a sweet and savory sauce. They were okay. A big platter of vegetables and dip. And a whole host of finger foods spread out over a long banquet table.
His attention was drawn back to Abby as she opened her presents. She’d received an inordinate amount of coffee mugs. Apparently, people must think if you own a coffeeshop that you automatically need more mugs. Fascinating.
Abby made sure to thank each and every person who gave her a gift. Of course, she didn’t thank him because he hadn’t given her his card yet. All in due time.
One by one the guests departed. And after Brad helped her friends clean up, they also left. And then it was just him and her. This was the moment he’d been waiting for all evening.
Abby smiled at him. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to talk during the party.”
“Don’t be. You were the birthday girl enjoying your party.”
“And what did you do while I was talking to people?” Her eyes twinkled with happiness.
He stepped closer to her. As he stared into her eyes, he momentarily forgot the question. It took him a second or two, but then he recalled what she’d said. “I was busy over here, sampling the food.”
The smile fell from her face. “So, you aren’t hungry?”
“Why? Are you?”
She nodded. “I was so busy talking that I never got around to eating anything. Sadie and I were on our way to dinner when we happened upon the surprise party. But then again, I guess we didn’t just stumble across it. Sadie had it all planned out.”
“Well, since you’re hungry, walk this way.” He started toward the back of the chocolate shop. When he noticed that Abby wasn’t walking with him, he turned to her. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t think we should go into the kitchen. Besides, there’s nothing but chocolate in there.”
“It’s okay,” he said. “Carrie said we could borrow it.”
“She did?”
He smiled and nodded. “Come on. Your present awaits you.”
He hoped she liked it. With the help of her friends, his idea had grown and expanded.






  
  Chapter Twenty


The evening had been unforgettable. 
Abby felt as though she were walking on cloud nine. She was so touched that her friends had planned a wonderful party for her.
She knew she was fortunate to have Sadie, Carrie, and Kate in her life. Not everyone had such good friends. She just hoped they knew how much she loved them.
And then there was Brad. She thought of asking him if he’d flown in just for her birthday, but she decided it didn’t matter. He was there for her party, and that was all that mattered.
Her heart fluttered when the last of her friends had departed, and he’d lingered. He wanted to spend some alone time with her. And she wanted to spend some alone time with him too.
And now he was trying to lead her back to the kitchen, but why? He was up to something, but what?
He reached out for her hand. “Come on.”
She placed her hand in his and walked with him into the kitchen area, where Carrie normally created her delicious chocolate creations. The overhead lights were out, but there was a soft glow illuminating the room. She walked toward the light and came to a stop.
There were at least a dozen little candles around the room. And off to the side of the kitchen was a little table set up with a red and white gingham tablecloth, a vase with a red rose, two tapered candles sending a warm glow over the table, and two place settings. She blinked to make sure she hadn’t dreamed it. But when she opened her eyes, this romantic setting was still there.
She turned to him. “You did all of this?”
“I’d love to take credit for it, but your friends helped me out.”
She couldn’t say she was surprised. Now that her friends had found the loves of their lives, they wanted the same for her. She wasn’t sure Brad was that for her, but she wouldn’t mind finding out.
The next thing she knew there was a country ballad playing in the background. If he meant to sweep her off her feet, he was doing a good job.
She turned to him. “No one ever did something like this for me.”
“So, you approve?”
She smiled and nodded. “Definitely.”
A timer went off. She watched as he wordlessly moved to one of the ovens. He turned off the timer and opened the oven.
It took a moment for the aroma to reach her nose. She inhaled the scent of tomatoes and oregano. Mm...
She stepped closer. “You made us dinner?”
He placed the hot pizza on the counter. “No. I brought you a deep-dish pizza.”
Her mouth gaped. It took her a moment to gather herself. “You mean this pizza came all the way from Chicago?” When he nodded, she asked, “But how?”
“Lots of dry ice.”
She was deeply touched by his very sweet gesture. She supposed for someone to go so far out of their way for her meant he must have feelings for her too. The thought sent her heart beating faster.
And so, with the music playing in the background, they ate pizza together. They talked about his journey with the pizza and how he’d worried it wouldn’t reach her in one piece. Thankfully, it had, and it was beyond delicious.
And when she thought the evening couldn’t get any better, Brad got to his feet. He held his hand out to her. “May I have this dance?”
She placed her hand in his, and he helped her to her feet. The next thing she knew, she was in his very capable arms. With him holding her close, she inhaled the spicy scent of his cologne. She breathed in deeper, trying to remember it. She wanted to remember every moment of this evening because it felt like a dream. And in her experience, dreams were never repeated.
He was light on his feet as he moved around the small amount of open floor space. She only stepped on his toes a couple of times. She apologized, but he never made a big deal of it.
When the love song came to an end, they stopped dancing, but he didn’t let her go. He stared deep into her eyes. She felt as though she were drowning in his blue eyes. She should say something, but the words wouldn’t come to her.
She should turn away and head back to the table, but her feet refused to cooperate. Apparently, Brad was having the same problem, because he didn’t move either.
His gaze dipped to her lips. Was he going to kiss her? The breath hitched in her lungs as she mentally willed him to do it.
And then he lowered his head. She lifted up on her tiptoes. As his head neared hers, her eyes fluttered shut. And then his lips were pressed to hers. 
The rest of the world fell away. Time no longer mattered. It was just the two of them in this blissful moment.
His touch was gentle, and it made her heart feel as though it were going to beat its way out of her chest. She knew in that moment that his kiss was different from anyone else’s. It made her feel things that no one else had ever made her feel. And she doubted anyone would ever make her feel this way again.
When he pulled back, his questioning gaze searched hers. He was looking to see if he’d overstepped. He hadn’t. Not at all.
She leaned forward and hugged him. “Thank you for a perfect evening.”
She wanted to stay right there in his arms, but she didn’t want to make the moment awkward. She reluctantly pulled back and made her way back to the table. The whole time she was aware of how her lips still tingled. He was quite the kisser. She hoped that she’d experience it again.
When she was once more seated at the table, he moved to the other side of the kitchen. He got lost in the shadows.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Just give me a moment.” A minute later, he walked toward her with a cupcake with a candle in it.
He moved slowly with his hand cupped around the candle to keep the flame from going out. He placed it in front of her. “Make a wish.”
“Aren’t you supposed to sing to me?” She watched as his eyes widened with worry.
“Trust me. You don’t want that. It would ruin the whole evening.”
“You can’t sing that bad.” She had a feeling he was exaggerating, but she was having fun with him.
He nodded. “Trust me. I can.” And then he said, “Happy birthday to you.”
Her smile broadened. “I suppose that will do.”
She closed her eyes and wished they didn’t have to live so far apart. She knew it was an impossible wish, but it was her birthday wish to do with as she wanted. And then she opened her eyes and blew out the candle.
At her insistence, they split the cupcake. It was a rich, moist chocolate cake with a whipped cream frosting and chocolate sprinkles. It was delicious.
“Don’t tell me you brought the cupcake with you too.” Abby wiped off her mouth and set aside the napkin.
He shook his head. “I picked it up near the airport.”
“Between you and my friends, you planned a perfect evening. Thank you. This was the best birthday.”
“But it’s not over yet.”
She glanced at the clock. It was going on eleven, which was late for her considering she had to get up early to open the coffeeshop. Then it dawned on her that she didn’t have to work the next day. A big smile pulled at her lips.
He got up and moved to the other side of the kitchen again. Surely he didn’t have another cupcake, did he? She decided she wouldn’t even complain. They were that good. Besides, calories didn’t count on your birthday, right?
But this time he returned with a white envelope. He placed it on the table in front of her.
Her gaze moved from his to the envelope and then back again. A birthday card. Did this mean he’d put his feelings into words?
The thought had her heart beating faster. What were his feelings? What would the card say?
“Well, don’t just sit there. Open it.” There was an eagerness to his voice.
She picked up the card and opened the envelope. The front of the card had a picture of colorful balloons and said: Wishing you...
When she opened the card, a gift card slid out. She set it aside to continue reading the message.
...a birthday full of happiness. 

Happy Birthday, B

P.S. I hope you’ll visit the Windy City soon.


She glanced up at him. “Thank you for the card.” The smile fell from her lips. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to make it to Chicago.” 
“You didn’t even look at your gift card yet.”
Her gaze lowered, and she found that it was an airline gift card. Her mouth opened, but no words came out. Part of her said to be gracious and accept the gift with a thank you and a promise to visit him. The other part of her said that the gift was too generous. She wordlessly closed her mouth, not sure how to proceed.
His gaze searched hers. “I see my gift has caught you off-guard. I hope I didn’t overstep. I just wanted a chance to show you some of Chicago. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
She sent him a tentative smile. “You didn’t. I... I was just surprised is all.”
His gaze searched hers. “Are you sure that’s all? I hope I didn’t ruin things after such a nice evening.”
She shook her head. How could she be upset with him after all of the trouble he’d gone to for her?
She could see now that he’d only meant to be kind. And she felt bad for not reacting with more enthusiasm. Just because men had let her down in the past didn’t mean Brad would be the same way. She wanted to let her guard down with him.
Putting a genuine smile on her face, she said, “I’m sorry. Your gift was very thoughtful and very generous. Thank you very much.”
The light came back to his eyes. “Does this mean you’ll come visit me?”
She nodded before she had a chance to overthink the invitation. “I just don’t know when.” To make up for her less-than-enthusiastic response to the gift card, she said, “Well, since I have tomorrow off, what should we do with the rest of the evening?”
That made him smile. “I don’t know. This was the extent of my plans.”
Disappointed that the evening was ending so soon, she said, “We hardly get to see each other. I don’t want to say goodnight just yet.”
He reached out and placed his hand over hers. “I was hoping you’d say that, because I don’t want to say goodnight either.”
Then she had an idea. “Let’s clean up, and then we can go to my place to watch a movie.”
“Okay.”
She noticed his answer was quick, with zero hesitation. Then she had a thought. “What about the B&B? Will you be able to get in so late?”
He shook his head. “I’m not staying there this trip. They were booked. So, I’m bunking with Reed. He’s got the bed, and I’ve got the couch.”
She nodded. She stifled a yawn, because she was usually in bed by this time. But she wasn’t going to let this opportunity slip through her fingers.
With the kitchen put to rights and the leftover pizza wrapped up, they headed to her place. She had an apartment not far from the coffeeshop. It was a small one-bedroom place. But it was cozy and perfect for just her.
Luckily, she had streaming television, so there was a large selection of movies to choose from. In the end, they chose a rom-com. They were her favorite. The fact that he was willing to watch it with her meant a lot.
She settled on the couch next to him. She thought of throwing a bag of popcorn into the microwave, but she was still full from that delicious dinner. Eventually, Brad’s arm wrapped over her shoulders, and the next thing she knew, her head was on his shoulder. He was so comfy to snuggle to. A yawn came over her. Exhaustion was quickly catching up with her. She blinked and tried to focus on the screen.
Another yawn plagued her. And her eyes were so heavy. Maybe if she sat up straight, it would help, but she was reluctant to move. She loved cuddling with him.
Maybe if she rested her eyes for just a moment, she’d be okay. Her eyes closed, and the land of dreams claimed her...






  
  Chapter Twenty-One


It was a dream... 
Or was it?
Abby was wearing a beautiful black dress and being held in Brad’s arms as they danced. She couldn’t make out the music. In fact, she wasn’t quite sure there was any music, just the rhythm of their beating hearts.
She didn’t know where they were or who the people were that stepped back to watch them dance. None of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was the way Brad looked into her eyes. There was love in his eyes and unquestionable devotion. She felt like the luckiest woman in the world.
Buzz-buzz.
The intrusive sound tried to draw her from her perfect dream world. She didn’t want to wake up. She wanted to stay right there with...
Buzz-buzz.
Abby’s eyes fluttered open. It took her a moment to figure out where she was. And then it dawned on her that she’d slept on the couch. There was bright sunshine streaming in through the living room windows.
When she sat up, the blanket fell to her lap. Slowly it came back to her. She’d been watching the movie with Brad, and she’d fallen asleep. She inwardly groaned. What must he think of her falling asleep on his shoulder?
Buzz-buzz.
She reached over and grabbed her phone from the end table next to the couch. The caller ID said it was Sadie.
Abby yawned as she pressed the phone to her ear. She was still not quite fully awake. “Hello.”
“Oh no. Did I wake you? I didn’t mean to. It’s just that you’re always up at six a.m.”
“What time is it?”
“Five after eight.”
“Oh no.” She jumped to her feet, letting the blanket fall to the floor. “I’m late to open the coffeeshop. I have to—”
“Hey! Slow down. It’s Sunday. You can relax.”
With a relieved sigh, she dropped back down onto the couch. She really loved Sundays.
“So, how did the date go?” Sadie’s voice had a bit of a sing-song tone to it.
“It wasn’t a date.” She wasn’t ready to put labels on anything.
“It wasn’t?” Genuine surprise rang out in Sadie’s voice. “Are you sure?”
Well, there was dinner and dancing. There was also entertaining conversation and then a movie afterward. She supposed that all fit the definition of a date.
“Fine,” she grumbled. “It was a date.”
“You sound like you had an awful time. Was he really that bad?”
“What? No.” She had no idea that was the way her answer came across. “He was wonderful. The whole evening was amazing.”
“Then why did you sound unhappy when I asked if it was a date?”
She paused to give the answer some thought. “I guess it’s all so new, and I don’t know if it’s going anywhere, so I’m hesitant to put labels on anything.”
“I understand.” She rushed on. “But you have to admit that it was romantic the way he flew in for your birthday.”
There was a question that had been eating at her. “Is the party the only reason he’s in town?”
“Yes. He flew in to wish you a happy birthday.” Sadie let out a dreamy sigh. “Isn’t that just the most romantic?”
It truly was. This knowledge knocked down some of the barriers around her heart. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to find herself falling head over heels for Brad. But then what?
The fact that she didn’t have an answer to that question had her continuing to hold herself back from him—but not completely.
Her thoughts rewound to their kiss the prior evening. There had been something between them. It was more than a spark. It was closer to a flame.
But she didn’t want to get burned. Experience had already shown her that a long-distance relationship was bound to break her heart.
“Abby, stop it.” Sadie’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
“Stop what?”
“Coming up with all of the reasons this thing with Brad won’t work.”
She hated that she was so predictable. “Why do you think I’m doing that?”
“Because it’s what you’ve done every time a guy asks you out since you broke up with Dave. But you have to remember that Brad isn’t Dave. They are night and day different.”
“I know that,” she grumbled.
“Then act like it.”
“I am. I had dinner with him. In fact, I spent the rest of the evening with him.”
“Okay. I get the point. So, what do you have planned for today?”
Coffee and then a shower. In that order. But she knew it wasn’t what her friend was referring to.
“I don’t have any plans with Brad.”
“Make some plans quickly. He’s leaving today. But his flight isn’t until this evening. Gotta go. Bye.”
And then the phone went dead. Abby sat there, wondering if Sadie was right. Was it her turn to ask Brad to do something? It’d been a while since she’d asked someone out.
But this didn’t have to be a date. It could just be a couple of friends doing something fun together. But what?

      [image: ]He woke up with a smile on his face.
It was a good day. A very good day. Brad stretched out on the couch, not anxious to move just yet.
“And what has you smiling?”
He turned to see Reed headed to the coffeemaker. “Why not smile? It’s a beautiful morning.”
Reed opened the blinds. “It’s cloudy, and it’s snowing. That’s beautiful?”
“It’s all about your frame of mind.”
“Uh-huh.” Reed sent him a look of disbelief. “And would this sunny frame of mind have anything to do with you getting in late last night?”
Brad stood and straightened his sweats, then he folded the blanket and laid it on top of the pillow.
He chose to ignore Reed’s question. “Thanks for the couch. Did you know that it’s lumpy?”
Reed nodded as he put water in the reservoir of the coffeemaker. “But beggars can’t be choosers.”
He had a point there. “So, what are you up to today?”
Before Reed could answer that question, Brad’s phone went off. He checked the caller ID and a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.
He pressed the phone to his ear. “Good morning, birthday girl.”
“Good morning to you too. Sounds like you’re in a good mood today.”
“Reed just accused me of that too. I told him it’s a beautiful day. What are you up to?”
“You really are in a good mood. Anyway I was wondering if you wanted to go have some fun.”
“Uh... You do know that I have a flight today, right?”
“I do. Sadie told me it’s not until this evening. We still have some time to do something.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Well, when was the last time you went sled riding?”
He let out a laugh. “It’s been a long time.” His gaze went to the window, where the snow was falling at a steady pace. “I don’t know if I have any clothes for sled riding.”
“I do. And you can borrow what you need.” Reed didn’t even pretend to be embarrassed about eavesdropping.
“I heard that,” Abby said. “Meet me at my place at, uh... eleven fifteen. I should be home by then.”
“Home from where?” The question passed his lips before he realized it was absolutely none of his business. But he couldn’t help but be curious.
“I’m going to church with my mother.” There was a slight pause. “You can come with us, if you want.”
“Church?” His instinct was to reject the offer. He hadn’t gone to church since he was young. But when he opened his mouth, he said, “Okay.”
That wasn’t what he meant to say, but now that he’d uttered it, he couldn’t take it back. After she told him where to meet her, he hung up. When he turned around, Reed was grinning at him.
“Don’t.” Brad knew his friend was about to give him a lot of grief.
“Don’t what? Notice that you have it so bad for Abby that you’re going to church with her?”
“She invited me. What was I supposed to say?”
“You know, we could always have a double wedding this spring.”
“No.” He waved off Reed’s words. “Just stop.”
Reed walked away, chuckling to himself. 
A frown pulled at the corners of Brad’s mouth. However, his friend had a point: he was falling hard for Abby. Real hard.

      [image: ]She couldn’t stop smiling.
Even though it was below freezing, Abby lifted her face to the sun. It was a beautiful day.
After going to church, they’d both changed into snow pants. Lucky for Brad, he was the same size as Reed. With boots, gloves, and hats, they each carried an inner tube as they trudged up Barkley’s Hill.
Abby had been going there to sled ride since she was a little girl. She’d always thought she’d take her own kids there one day, but so far a family wasn’t on the horizon for her.
She glanced over at Brad and tried to imagine him with a couple kids. She could envision him as a doting father with lots of patience and propensity for fun. 
Just then he turned to look at her. It was like he could tell what she was thinking. Heat pulsed up her neck and set her cheeks aflame. She glanced away. She knew she was being silly. There was absolutely no way he knew what she was thinking.
He came to a stop at the top of the hill. “There’s quite a view of the town from up here.”
She moved to stand next to him. “I always thought Bayberry looked picture-perfect from here. It’s the perfect place to raise a family.”
As soon as the words slipped past her lips, she regretted them. It was meant to be a casual observation, but she worried Brad would read too much into it.
Not wanting him to dwell on her words, she said, “I’ll race you to the bottom.”
He looked at her and smiled. “And what do I win when I beat you?”
She pressed a hand to her chest as she raised her brows. “You beat me?”
His smile broadened. “Sure. Wait. You don’t think this is my first time tubing, do you?”
She shrugged. “You’re from the Midwest. I’m not sure there are that many hills to go tubing.”
“There are a few.” He positioned his inner tube and sat down. “Now about that wager...”
“What shall the bet be?” She had nothing in mind.
“Whoever loses pays for a late lunch?”
It sounded reasonable to her. After trudging up the hill a few times, they would certainly work up an appetite.
“You’re on.” She settled into the inner tube. Once he was seated, she said, “Ready... Set. Go!”
She got started before him. She couldn’t help but smile as the years rewound, and she felt like a kid again. She was jostled and bounced around like a rag doll.
At the bottom, she looked over at Brad, who looked to be even with her.
“It’s a tie,” she exclaimed. “We have to go again.”
“Again?” He glanced over his shoulder at the big hill.
While he was staring at the hill, Abby scooped up some snow, balled it up, and then sent it flying. It hit Brad squarely in the back.
“Hey.” He turned to her. “What was that for?”
She laughed as she shrugged. “Because I felt like it.”
“You felt like it, huh?” Brad bent over to grab a handful of snow.
She continued to laugh as she grabbed an inner tube as a shield. The only problem was Brad was a good shot. A snowball sailed right through the center of the tube and smacked her in the chest.
She gathered a handful of the freshly fallen snow and pressed it into a firm ball. She sent it flying through the air. It missed.
They continued their snowball war for a bit longer, until she was tired from laughing so much. “Uncle!”
“What?” Brad cupped his ear. “I didn’t hear you.”
She knew for certain that he’d heard her, and now he was just rubbing it in. “Uncle!”
She sat down on her inner tube. This weekend had been so full of surprises, from the birthday party to the candlelit dinner to learning that in his heart, Brad was a small town boy after all. Who’d have thought that?
He sat down on the snow next to her. “Are you finished already?”
“No. We tied. We have to race again.”
“Then what are you sitting around for? We have a hill to climb.” He got to his feet and then held his gloved hand out to her.
She placed her hand in his, and he pulled her upward. Perhaps he put a little too much effort into the pull because the next thing she knew, she was in his arms. Her hands came to rest on his chest.
She raised her chin to look into his mesmerizing blue eyes. In that moment, they were a shade darker—more intense. It was like he was looking deep into her soul.
She should glance away—turn away. But it was as though she were in a trance, and her body wouldn’t move.
All the while, her heart was pounding. It was so loud she couldn’t hear the shouts and laughter of the other people who were sledding nearby.
Her gaze moved to his lips. They were close and oh so tempting. What would he do if she were to lift up on her tiptoes and kiss him?
Without taking the time to weigh the pros and cons of her actions, she put her thought into action. She rose up on her tiptoes. Her gloved hands slipped up over his coat and around the back of his neck. And then her lips pressed to his. There was the hiss of breath from him. The next thing she knew, he was kissing her back.
She didn’t know how long they stood there in each other’s arms. It definitely wasn’t long enough.
Smack! Pieces of snow rained down on her. Brad jumped back and turned to find some teenage boys nearby. They were laughing as they made more snowballs. Before she knew it, a new snowball war had commenced. Brad grinned as he launched another snowball. And she found herself laughing as another snowball hit her.
She never wanted this day to end…






  
  Chapter Twenty-Two

St. Patrick’s Day


Even though it was March, winter had given way to an early spring. It appeared for once that the groundhog not seeing his shadow was right. 
Abby couldn’t say she was disappointed. By this point, she was over the snow and the ice. It was time for sunshine and warm weather.
It felt like months since she’d last seen Brad, but in reality, it had been less than three weeks. She remembered how he let her win the inner tube race so he could buy her lunch. She couldn’t even remember what she’d ordered to eat. 
She just remembered staring across the table at him while they’d talked about their childhoods. There wasn’t anything too serious about the conversation. It was just tidbits of their pasts. They compared and contrasted their youths.
And now they were back to texting each other. Only now they were messaging each other daily. There were good morning, how’s your day going, and goodnight messages. She found herself smiling each time she heard from him.
As she sat in her office, she opened the desk drawer and saw the airline gift card Brad had given her. She was so tempted to use it.
Ding.
She picked up her phone and looked at the message.
Brad: Happy St. Patrick’s Day!


Abby: Are you wearing green?


Brad: I’m not Irish.


Abby: Are you sure? You might have an Irish ancestor.


Brad: You have a point. Should I go home and change clothes?


Abby smiled: Just get a green drink at lunchtime.


It was when they were communicating like this that she missed him most. She realized that was silly because there was no way this relationship was going to go anywhere. His work was in Chicago, and her entire life was in Bayberry.
She pushed aside those worries. They were friends. Then she recalled the kisses. Okay. Maybe a little more than friends, but she didn’t want to be hemmed in by titles.
Brad: Any chance you want to come visit?


Abby: I was just thinking about it.


Brad: You were? Great. When? Tomorrow?


Abby: *laughing emoji* I don’t even have a ticket yet.


She’d given it a lot of thought, and she had enough points on her credit card for a couple free nights at a hotel. She should have booked the trip by now except every time she thought about it, she thought of her ex.
The last time she went to visit Dave, she’d decided to surprise him. It turned out the surprise was on her when she found him with his other girlfriend.
But this was different. Brad was actively trying to get her to visit whereas Dave never showed any interest in her visiting. In fact, he actually discouraged her from visiting. She hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but now she realized Dave was worried about her messing up his setup—a woman waiting for him in both towns. She had been such a fool.
Brad: Abby, are you still there?


Abby: Yes. Sorry.


Brad: Why don’t you come next weekend?


She liked the idea. She really did. But it seemed so soon, and she still had arrangements to make for the coffeeshop and stuff.
Brad: I can hear your mind clicking with all the reasons to turn down my offer.


She smiled. It seemed he knew her better than she’d imagined. Maybe this trip was a good idea. She could use a little down time.
Abby: Okay. I’ll see what I can work out.


Brad: Looking forward to seeing you.


Abby: I’ll let you know when I have the reservations.


Brad: *smiley emoji*









  
  Chapter Twenty-Three

The following weekend…


This felt like some sort of test. 
Brad had been distracted ever since Abby had told him she was planning to visit him. And though he tried to act normal, his assistant noticed something was off when he’d sent her an email meant for Reed. Then his best friend noticed when he sent him an email meant for their website administrator. There were other instances of his distraction that had people questioning him for the past week.
He wanted to pretend he wasn’t anxious to see Abby, but he wasn’t that good of a liar. If he were truthful, he was crazy about her.
And the acknowledgment worried him. Was it possible to take this small town woman and have her fall in love with his city life? The question weighed heavy on his mind.
Because if this relationship continued to progress, he wasn’t moving to Bayberry. No way. He’d sworn he’d never live in a small town again.
He pushed the troubling thoughts to the back of his mind. Abby was arriving shortly. He’d wanted to pick her up at the airport, but she insisted she could get to her hotel on her own. She wanted to clean up before she saw him.
So, after getting very little sleep, he was up at 5:00 a.m., pacing in his condo. He kept glancing at the clock. They were supposed to meet up at eleven o’clock. It felt like a lifetime away.
After practically wearing a hole in the carpeting, he went to the office. He figured he could get in a little work because there was always something that needed his attention.
But after he got to the office, he found he couldn’t concentrate on business either. So, he returned a few phone calls and drank a bunch of coffee and watched the clock.
At precisely ten thirty, he was out the door. He couldn’t remember ever being this nervous about a date. In fact, he was rarely nervous. He liked to pride himself on his ability to remain cool and detached in stressful situations.
And yet when Abby stepped off the elevator in a pair of dark jeans, fur-trimmed boots, and a white sweater, he swallowed hard. How was it possible she got more beautiful every time he saw her?
When she approached him, he didn’t know if he should shake her hand or hug her. So, he did neither.
“It’s good to see you.” He sent her a reassuring smile. “How was your flight?”
“It was quiet. I was able to read most of the way.”
He wasn’t sure how he should take the fact that she was able to relax and read while he’d nearly worn a hole in his carpet. Maybe she wasn’t as into him as he was in her. The thought slowed his thumping heart.
Less enthused, he was still intent on showing her a good time. After taking her to lunch, he had a surprise for her.
“Where are we going?” She seemed genuinely intrigued.
“You’ll see.”
“At least give me a hint,” she said as they sat in the back of the car he’d hired for the day.
He thought for a moment and then said, “We’re going to the Ribbon.”
“The Ribbon? What’s that?”
He smiled. “I think you’ll like it.”
“I like the name.” She stared out the window at the city passing by. Traffic was heavy so it was taking time to get across town.
He tried to think of something to talk about. When they messaged each other every day, he was always able to think of little things to say. But now that she was there in person, he felt tongue-tied. It was strange how that worked.
At last, the car pulled to a stop at their destination. The driver opened Abby’s door before Brad was able to make it around the car. Then, taking a little liberty, he took her hand in his as they walked.
When Abby spotted the blue sign, she came to a stop. “We’re going ice skating?”
He smiled and nodded. “There isn’t any place to go sledding in the city, but I thought you might enjoy this.”
“Why is it called the Ribbon?”
“Because it’s not your normal skating rink. It’s a winding path that goes in a circular pattern. And this is the last week of the season that they’re open.”
Her gaze returned to the sign. “It says we need reservations.”
“Don’t worry. I’ve got this taken care of. Come on.” He gave her hand a gentle tug.
In no time at all, they had on skates and were making their way along the frozen, winding path. It was a sunny but cold afternoon. Even though it was Friday, there were still a number of people enjoying the day.
He glanced over at her. “You’re not too bad on skates.”
She shrugged. “I can do the basics, but don’t ask me to do anything fancy.”
He turned and began skating backward. “Like this?”
She smiled, a real smile that made her eyes twinkle. It was the first time she’d done that since she’d arrived. And it did him good. Maybe she had been as nervous as he was. Maybe after all, she really was happy to see him.
“How can you do that?” she asked. “I mean, when did you learn to skate?”
“I played hockey as a kid. When I was out on the ice, I didn’t have to deal with the disapproving looks or the whispered rumors. I was pretty good, if I do say so. The kids on the team ignored the rumors because they knew I could help them win.”
Concern shone in her eyes. “Who started rumors about you?”
“The small town I grew up in.” He hadn’t planned to tell her any of this, but it was necessary if he wanted her to understand why living in a small town was out of the question for him.
Not wanting to see the sympathy, or worse yet, the pity, in her eyes, he turned around. As they skated side-by-side, he said, “After my father died, my mother had a hard time making ends meet. We ended up moving to the”—he made air quotes—“wrong side of the town.”
He should stop there, but the bottled-up words came tumbling out one after the other. “We were judged harshly. Those old biddies always made my mother feel bad because my clothes were second hand. As I got older, I would run around with an older crowd. My mother wasn’t home much as she worked two, and sometimes three, jobs to keep a roof over our heads.”
Abby reached out and took his hand in hers. Her fingers laced with his. “I’m sorry.”
He shook his head, not wanting her to feel sorry for him. “My mother still lives in that town. I tried to get her to move, but she refused. She said her friends live there. So, I bought her a little house in the right part of town. It’s near her friends. I visit her at least once a month. And we talk all of the time. I’d move her to the city if she’d let me, but she stanchly refuses. She says she was born and raised in the small town, and that’s where she plans to remain.”
When he chanced a glance at Abby, he noticed she was smiling.
“I think your mother and I would make good friends.”
“You’ll get a chance to meet her. She’s coming to the wedding shower as well as the wedding.” When he saw the surprised look on Abby’s face, he said, “She’s very close with Reed. He calls her his second mother.”
“It’s great that you’re so close to your mother. And you’re able to take care of her.”
“I figure I owe her for my teenage years when I was getting into trouble at every turn. Nothing major but enough to live up to the bad reputation the town gossips had hung around my neck.”
She squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry you went through that. I can’t even imagine.”
He arched a brow. “Are you trying to tell me that the people in Bayberry are different than that?”
She nodded. “They are more likely to help someone than to give them a hard time.”
Her words held a note of truth, but still he had to think Bayberry was more like his hometown than she was willing to admit. No place could be that nice to live. And yet he had no examples that said otherwise. Even Reed expounded on the virtues of Bayberry.
“Maybe you just see what you want to see,” he said.
She glanced over at him. Her gaze searched his. “Your hometown really left a bad impression on you.”
He shrugged as he glanced away. “Life is easier in the city. No one knows me that I don’t want to know. I can walk down the street without anyone recognizing me or talking about me.”
“But when you need help, who do you call?”
He shrugged once more. “I take care of myself.”
“And when you want to celebrate, who do you invite to hang out with you?” Her questions seemed innocent on the surface, but underneath they were pointed and poking him in all of the wrong places.
He swallowed. “I’d invite the people I work with.”
“I noticed that you didn’t call them your friends.”
He really wanted to stop this conversation. He could feel her expectant gaze on him. “Reed is my best friend.”
“And the others you work with? Are they good friends?”
He never let them get that close to him. He’d learned as a kid that it was safer to keep people at arm’s length. Reed becoming his best friend hadn’t happened overnight. In fact, they didn’t like each other when they first found out they were going to be roommates their freshman year of college.
“What are you smiling about?” Her voice interrupted his memories.
“I was thinking about when I first got to know Reed. We were assigned to be roommates. He was all clean-cut with a pressed white collared shirt, Dockers and loafers. And I was there in holey jeans, a ratty old T-shirt, and flip-flops.”
She smiled. “So, you were opposites from the beginning?”
“Pretty much. He’s a total rule-follower. I don’t think life is black and white. I think it is shades of gray.”
“So, you like to color outside of the lines?”
“When circumstances require it.” He didn’t know what she would make of that, but when she didn’t say anything, he continued. “After the first day in the dorm room, I went to student services and requested to be reassigned. They turned me down. There were no rooms left.”
“So, what changed your mind about Reed?”
He sighed. “Well, there was a robbery in the dorm. Security eyed me up because of my messy hair and wardrobe choices. Reed actually came to my defense and gave me an alibi. I never expected that. Slowly, we began to see each other differently. And slowly, the chip on my shoulder lessened.”
She smiled. “And now you two are friends for life.”
“Pretty much. Though having him move to Bayberry is putting a crimp in things.”
“You should move to Bayberry too.” She must have seen the look on his face, because in the next breath, she said, “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
An awkward silence grew between them. This was not the way he wanted her visit to go. He had to say or do something to fix things.
“How about we go get something hot to drink?” When she nodded, he said, “We could go to a little place I found a while back. I think you might like it.”
“Sounds good to me.”
He smiled but inside he was worried. Falling for the small-town girl wasn’t something he’d planned. And now that he found himself hanging on her every word, he knew he should put on the brakes. After all, she was steadfast that she wasn’t leaving Bayberry. And he was just as determined not to move to a small town. But it felt as though the brake lines had been cut, and his heart was out of control.
So, where did that leave them?






  
  Chapter Twenty-Four


He had been a perfect gentleman. 
A half hour later, Brad opened the door to Work Zone Coffee. Abby stepped inside and inhaled. Mm... She loved the aroma of coffee. She always had.
This coffeeshop was definitely different from the Steaming Brew. This place was darker with an industrial style from corrugated metal on one of the walls and black paint on another wall to signs that were styled like highway signs.
And when she looked down, she noticed the concrete floor was painted with solid yellow lines on the edge of the aisle, and there was a dashed line in the center just like a highway. And in the corners, they mounted giant television screens with videos of scenery, as though it were filmed from a car zipping down a highway.
“So, what do you think?” Brad asked.
“I think that someone has a lot of imagination. Is it part of a chain?”
He shook his head. “It’s a single proprietor.”
She was intrigued. “Now let’s try their brew.”
Brad gestured for her to lead the way to the counter. He didn’t have to wait because she was on it. After being up in the middle of the night to drive to the airport, she was tired. Some caffeine would definitely give her a boost.
When she looked up at the menu, she noticed they’d worked the highway theme into the drink names from Left Lane Latte, which was a latte with two shots of espresso, to Work Zone coffee, which was a decaf coffee. Someone definitely gave the business a whole lot of thought. 
It made her wonder if she should step things up with her coffeeshop. After all, it had been open not quite five years. Maybe it was time to give it a makeover. As she placed her order, she tucked the thoughts away to mull over later.
Brad insisted on paying, even though she’d objected. He said she was his guest, and it was the least he could do.
They found a little table and took a seat. She wanted to remember this place, so she pulled out her phone.
“What are you up to?” he asked. “Did I bore you so much that you have to call someone else to talk to?”
She laughed. “No. I just want to remember this place. I love it. It wouldn’t work in Bayberry, but it definitely works here. I want to take some pictures, and maybe it’ll inspire me to give the Steaming Brew a makeover.”
“Why would you do that?”
She shrugged. “It’s been the same since I opened it. That’s been a while. Maybe it’s time to switch things up a little.”
“I think it’s perfect the way it is.”
“You do?” She sent him a puzzled look. “I thought you brought me here to give me ideas of how to redo my place.”
He shook his head. “I brought you here to show you that you could do whatever you wanted if you were to bring your business to Chicago.”
“Chicago?” It took her brain a moment to catch up with all of the thoughts going through her mind. “You want me to move to Chicago?” When he sent her a sheepish look and shrugged, she said, “But I don’t even know anyone here.”
“You know me. Isn’t that enough?”
She knew the answer he wanted to hear, but she couldn’t utter those words. Her family and friends were back in Bayberry. He couldn’t possibly expect her to choose between them and him. It wasn’t going to happen.
“Forget I said it,” he said. “I was just joking.”
She breathed easier, but something told her it had been more than a joke. It was like they were both dancing around whatever this was that was happening between them. Maybe it was time to hash it out.
Her gaze lifted and looked into his. “What are we doing?”
“Having coffee.” He sent her an easy smile as he took a sip of his coffee.
“We need to talk.”
He shook his head. “Not now.”
She appreciated that he didn’t want to ruin her trip, but they were just delaying the inevitable. Flying back and forth was not sustainable. But maybe he was right. The conversation could wait. They still had the rest of the weekend.

      [image: ]The weekend had been wonderful.
It had been quick.
And now it was over.
Brad stood at the airport with Abby. She had her carry-on slung over her shoulder as they stood off to the side of the security point.
There were so many things he’d been saving up to say to her, and now he couldn’t think of a single thing—except for how much he was going to miss her.
They’d gone out to dinner both nights. One night had been fancy, and the other had been laid-back. He wanted to show her how versatile city living could be. He’d wanted to convince her that she could be happy in Chicago with him.
They’d visited the Art Institute and the Botanic Garden. One evening they’d taken in a movie, and her last evening in town, they’d gone back to his place and talked about their pasts. They’d laughed and he’d shared more with her than he’d ever shared with Reed. She was now the keeper of his secrets.
He looked deep into her eyes. “I don’t want you to go.”
“I know. And I’m sorry. I have to. I have the coffeeshop to get back to.”
He nodded. “I know. But it doesn’t mean I won’t miss you.”
“Please don’t make this harder...” She lowered her head.
“Abby?”
When she raised her chin, he lowered his head. He caught her mouth with his own. It was something that he’d wanted to do all weekend, but he hadn’t acted on the desire, because he was afraid of... Well, he wasn’t quite sure if he was afraid of her reaction or perhaps his own. Because he’d never fallen for someone like he was falling for her.
Her kiss was sweet like the syrup she’d had that morning when they’d shared breakfast before heading to the airport. She was hesitant at first. He thought she was going to pull away, but then she kissed him back.
He knew he would replay this moment later that evening when he was lying in bed, unable to sleep. He would recall the way she fit perfectly in his arms, the light gentle floral scent of her shampoo, and the way her arms wrapped around his neck as her fingertips teased their way through his hair.
He didn’t want this kiss to end, because he knew when it did that she’d move to the security line. He’d stand right where he was, like some sort of besotted lover, until she gave him one last wave and disappeared from sight.
He instinctually pulled her closer, as though to keep her from getting away. Life was just so much better with her in it.
Someone bumped into them. They jerked apart. When he glanced over, he saw an older woman smiling at them. “I used to have a love like that. Treasure it. It’s fleeting.”
In a blink, the woman got lost in the crowd. When he looked back at Abby, her cheeks were rosy. He couldn’t help but wonder if that was from his kiss or a reaction to the woman’s words.
“I have to go,” Abby said. “I don’t want to miss my flight.”
“Do you have everything?” He didn’t know why he’d asked that. All she had was the one carry-on. But it was better than what he really wanted to say. He wanted to tell her it was the best weekend of his life and that he didn’t want her to go. But it was better to keep that stuff to himself. After all, there was no way this long-distance relationship was going to last. Right?
She gave him a quick hug. To his utter disappointment there was no kiss this time. And as he predicted, she waved a couple of times while she processed through the security line. With one last smile and wave, she was gone.
As he made his way out of the airport, he’d never felt so alone. It was so bad he actually contemplated if he had enough time to buy a ticket and catch her flight. A glance at the departures listing told him he didn’t have the time.
Thankfully, the wedding shower was only a couple weeks away. Although at that particular moment, it felt as though it were a lifetime away.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Five

Wedding Shower


It was officially springtime in Bayberry. 
The forecast said that both Saturday and Sunday were supposed to be beautiful. Abby was glad for the warm temperature. She knew the weather could be fickle at this time of the year, but on that particular day, the sun was shining and the high was in the fifties. She took it as a good omen for the wedding shower.
The bride wanted the groom there for the shower, so instead of a bridal shower, they were having a combined wedding shower. For Abby, it meant a lot more guests and the necessity for a lot more food. That was never a problem in Bayberry. People loved to cook. And they were having a covered dish luncheon.
She had been working on the games. For a crowd of fifty of Sadie and Reed’s nearest and dearest, it took a lot of effort to put together a games list with the necessary items to play the games, not to mention some cute prizes.
She’d planned to shop for some of the items while she’d been in Chicago. She figured she could have shipped them back to Bayberry, but Brad had filled every available moment with something interesting to do. And quite honestly, she’d totally forgotten about the shopping.
The truth of the matter was that she’d really enjoyed her time in Chicago. In fact, she wouldn’t mind going back. Come to think of it, Brad had put so much on her airline gift card that it would almost pay for another roundtrip ticket. She just had to save up some more points on her credit card to pay for the hotel room.
The wedding shower was due to start in little more than an hour. She was surprised Brad wasn’t there yet, since he was the co-host of this event—not that he’d been a lot of help. He claimed he knew nothing about bridal showers. She kept correcting him that it was a wedding shower. He stated it was the same difference.
So, she made it easy for him. She would give him either or choices—the things that weren’t that important. He did okay with those things. And he insisted on paying for the decorations. She let him, since she was still doing everything she could to pay him back for the espresso machine.
Wright’s Eatery was the setting for the party. She’d spent the morning with Kate and Carrie, decorating the café. The tables were set up. The games were sorted. So, then why was she so nervous?
The door opened and in walked Carrie. “We did a really good job. The place looks amazing. Sadie is going to love it.”
“Thank you for the help with setting things up. Without you and Kate, I would still be rushing around to get things done.”
“Glad we could help.”
Every time she heard some sort of noise, she’d glance at the door.
“What has you so distracted?” Carrie arched a brow.
“I’m not.” Liar-liar. “It’s, uh, just that Brad is supposed to co-host with me, and he still isn’t here.”
“Oh, he’s at the B&B with his mother.”
“His mother? She really came with him.”
Carrie looked puzzled as she nodded. “Why do you seem so surprised?”
“Because he wasn’t sure she would make it because she has a cruise with her friends on Monday.” It wasn’t until she saw the surprised look on her friend’s face that she realized she’d said too much.
She hadn’t told her friends that she messaged with him every day, and since her trip to Chicago, they’d started talking each evening. Sometimes those conversations would go on for hours, and other times, when they were both utterly exhausted from work, they’d just talk a few minutes.
Of course, Sadie knew about her talking with Brad because he’d mentioned it to Reed. She wasn’t sure what to make of him talking about her to Reed.
But she didn’t have time to worry about that. She was about to meet his mother. She glanced down at her dress. Was it nice enough?
It was an A-line midi dress with short sleeves, a solid black bodice with a high waist and a black and pink flowered skirt that ended mid-calf. She didn’t buy dresses very often. It was the newest one in her closet.
And her hair, well, there wasn’t much she could do about it. It was a pixie cut so it pretty much did whatever it wanted. She’d put on makeup, including eyeshadow. She also took the time to put on some jewelry that she didn’t normally bother with at the coffeeshop.
She turned to Carrie. “How do you think I look? Is this dress nice enough?”
“Your dress is pretty, and you are beautiful as always. What’s up with you?” And then Carrie’s eyes widened, as though she’d put the last puzzle piece into place. “You’re nervous about meeting Brad’s mother, aren’t you?”
Guilty as charged. Abby nodded her head. “I don’t know what I’ll do if she hates me.”
“She isn’t going to hate you.”
“How do you know?”
“Because no one hates you. It’s impossible. You are sweet, generous, and thoughtful.” Carrie gestured to the decorated room. “All you have to do is look around this place to know that your heart is as big as Bayberry.”
At last, Abby smiled. “What would I ever do without friends like you?”
“You’ll never have to find out.” Carrie glanced past her. “I’ll, um, just go check the kitchen.”
Before she could ask why Carrie was making a quick exit, she heard the door open behind her. She turned to see Brad enter. Her heart started to thump in her chest. He was here. At last.
She did a quick glance around to see if his mother was with him. When she realized the coast was clear, and they were alone, she took quick strides toward him.
“I was starting to worry you were going to miss the party.” She smiled at him. She was so happy to see him. He’d never looked more handsome in his black leather coat, a light-blue collared shirt, dark jeans, and dark laced navy-blue shoes.
“I would never miss this.” He swept her into his very capable arms. The next thing she knew, his lips were claiming hers.
The breath caught in her lungs. She hadn’t forgotten what a good kisser he was. And if there wasn’t a party...
As the kiss deepened, she lost track of her thoughts. He held her close as her arms wrapped around his neck. She didn’t know it was possible to miss someone this much.
But Brad had broken through her defenses. He’d gotten her to confide in him and care about him. Even though her better judgement told her to hold back—not to let her heart take the lead—she found herself falling in love with him.
And she’d made the decision to tell him how she felt about him. The thought of making the decision scared her, but it also scared her to think she might lose him because she didn’t have the courage to tell him the truth about her feelings.
“Brad?” The female voice had a disapproving tone.
Abby jerked out of his embrace. She turned around to find an older woman with a frown on her face.
The woman was short with gray hair that was trimmed short. Every strand was in place, as though it wouldn’t dare curl in the wrong direction like Abby’s did from time to time. Her ivory face was powered with a minimal amount of makeup. 
But it was her eyes that caught and held Abby’s attention. They were the exact same shade of blue as Brad’s.
Abby stood there, silently. Her stomach knotted up, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She certainly didn’t want to meet his mother this way. Heat rushed to her already warm cheeks as she thought about the way Brad had been kissing her—like they hadn’t seen each other in a year. And she’d been kissing him back the same way.
“Mom, I told you that I’d come back for you.” Brad stepped around Abby to go to his mother.
“And I told you not to worry. I can take care of myself.” Her frown was replaced with a tentative smile as she patted his arm.
“But how did you find this place?” Brad asked.
“The really nice lady at the B&B gave me good instructions.”
“Oh.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “The party doesn’t start for another hour. Why don’t we go get a cup of coffee or tea?”
Wait. He was leaving with his mother without introducing them? Then it dawned on her. He didn’t want to introduce her to his mother. The acknowledgment hurt—a lot. With her pride and her heart hurting in equal portions, she turned and headed toward the kitchen.
“Wait.” It was his mother’s voice.
Abby assumed the woman was speaking to her son, so she kept walking. She couldn’t wait to get out of there. The sooner, the better.
“Young woman?” His mother’s voice called out to her. “Please wait.”
Abby stopped. She kept her back to the two of them while she pulled herself together. After all, she was upset with Brad, not his mother.
She straightened her shoulders and turned. She plastered a smile on her face. After retracing her steps, she came to a stop in front of Brad and his mother.
Brad cleared his throat. His gaze didn’t meet either of theirs. “Mom, this is Abby. Abby, this is my mother.”
Ignoring Brad’s strange reaction, Abby briefly smiled at his mother. “Hello, Mrs. Pearson. Welcome to Bayberry.”
His mother held out her hand to Abby. “Please, call me Linda.”
Abby was surprised. After their initial meeting, she was expecting his mother to dislike her.
Abby shook his mother’s hand. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.”
“Finally?” The woman’s brows rose. “It appears my son has mentioned me to you, but he hasn’t spoken of you.”
He hasn’t? Her gaze moved past his mother to Brad, who was busy studying the pattern on the floor.
Abby’s gaze returned to his mother. A change of subject was in order. “I know Reed is going to be so excited to have you here for the shower.”
“In my day, the men didn’t go to the bridal shower.”
Abby nodded. “I understand. Things are always changing.”
Linda leaned toward her, as though to confide in her, but she failed to lower her voice. “I wonder why my son hasn’t told me about you.”
Once more Abby’s gaze moved to him. He was still focused on the floor. When she turned back to his mother, she forced another smile to her lips. “I… I don’t know.”
It was at that point that Brad finally found his voice again. He walked over to his mother. “Mom, Abby has some stuff to do before the party. We need to let her do those things. Come on.”
Linda nodded. Then she looked directly at Abby. “We’ll talk later.”
“I look forward to it.”
She had totally read him wrong. He was obviously just into this thing with her for a good time—some flirting and nothing more. She felt like such a fool.

      [image: ]That had not gone according to plan.
Not even close.
Later that afternoon, Brad inwardly groaned as he thought of his reaction to being busted by his mother while he was kissing Abby. He raked his fingers through his hair. There had to be a way to fix things with Abby.
Now that the party was over, Brad knew he had some damage control to do. He couldn’t believe his mother had walked in on them at that particular moment. He’d suddenly felt like he was that awkward teenager with a chip on his shoulder.
But now his mother had more questions than she’d ever had before. She was curious about Bayberry. It appeared she liked the place. She was curious about Reed’s fiancée. She said she wanted to know more about his friends. But most of all, she wanted to know more about Abby.
When Abby’s name had slipped during his phone conversations with his mother, he’d let his mother assume that she was a business associate. But now that his mother knew that Abby wasn’t a business associate, she wanted to know everything about her.
First, his mother wanted to know if Abby was his girlfriend? He didn’t know the answer. He’d like to think that she was, but they’d never defined their relationship. It always felt fluid to him like it was continuously evolving. Or maybe that was him trying to avoid making a commitment because a long-distance relationship was a fool’s errand.
The guests were gone. The tables were cleared. And Abby was doing her best to give him the cold shoulder. In fact, he was starting to wish that he’d brought his winter coat. If this kept up, he was going to have frostbite.
He’d helped carry the gifts out to Sadie’s car. He’d helped clean up in the kitchen. And he’d helped mop the floor.
Now it was time to go. Because while he’d been helping with the cleanup, his mother had been back at the B&B, all alone, waiting for him.
“Abby,” he said to her back as she stood in the kitchen, busy transferring some leftover cookies to a to-go box. “Won’t you even look at me?”
He noticed how her shoulders went rigid just before she turned to face him. When her gaze met his, there was a hard glint in her eyes.
He hadn’t seen her this mad since the first time he’d met her at the coffeeshop. He remembered how she’d gotten under his skin right from the start. Some things hadn’t changed.
“Abby. I’m sorry. I freaked out when my mother walked in on us. I, uh...” He searched for words to explain this without making Abby even more upset with him.
“Why didn’t you tell her about us?” She stared directly into his eyes.
He lowered his head and gave it a shake. “I don’t know.”
“So, you never once mentioned me?”
“I might have a couple of times.”
“Obviously you didn’t tell her we were involved. What did you lead her to believe? That I was a neighbor? An employee?”
His gaze rose to meet hers. “A business associate.” When he saw fresh sparks of anger in her eyes, he rushed on to say, “What was I supposed to do? My mother is more traditional. If I had told her that we were seeing each other, she would have had expectations—”
“What about my expectations?” Abby tilted her chin upward ever so slightly. Her gaze was unwavering.
His mouth went dry. He wanted to ask what her expectations were, but another part sensed a trap. Not that it mattered because at that moment there was a distinct disconnect between his mind and his mouth.
“Abby?” The sound of her mother’s voice came from the back door. “Do you have the last of the leftovers? I need to get going.”
Abby looked past him, as though he were now nothing more than a ghost. “Yes, Mom. I’ll be right out.”
Without another word, Abby stepped around him. He had been dismissed, but her anger radiated off her in waves.
He tried to tell himself it was for the best. He’d known all along that their long-distance relationship could never go the distance. It was why he never wanted to talk about labeling their relationship. He felt like their sphere of happiness had been irretrievably shattered. 






  
  Chapter Twenty-Six


It was over. 
It was for the best. 
But if that was the case, why did it bother her so much?
Later Saturday evening, Abby ran the soapy rag over the wall behind the sink. She’d spent most of the morning in the kitchen of the Steaming Brew. She was avoiding the sympathetic looks and the probing questions.
Gossip about her and Brad was running hot and heavy around town. Some were saying that Brad dumped her. Others were saying she’d ended things with him.
She just wanted to avoid the prying eyes of gossips and the pity looks from her well-meaning friends. She rinsed the rag and then went over the wall again. The kitchen hadn’t been this clean since she’d opened the place. When she was upset, she cleaned. In fact, when the coffeeshop closed in a little bit, she might even deep clean the seating area.
While she worked, she thought of her latest trip to Chicago. She’d thought that things between them had changed. They’d confided in each other. There had been looks and touches. And the kisses.
She rinsed out the cloth and started scrubbing the counter. She stopped to move all of the items on the counter to the prep table in the middle of the room.
How could she have been so foolish? She let herself fall for him. After she’d promised herself that she would never do another long-distance relationship, she’d still fallen head over heels for him.
“Abby?”
She froze. Abby recognized the female voice. When she turned, Sadie stood in the doorway leading to the front of the coffeeshop.
Abby didn’t say anything and instead went back to work. She could hear Sadie approaching her.
“I came to thank you for the amazing wedding shower.”
Abby guessed that she also stopped by for another reason because Sadie had already thanked her about a dozen times at the shower. “You’re welcome. But I’m a little busy now.”
There was an awkward pause. “What’s going on with you and Brad?”
“Nothing.” It was the truth. “Absolutely nothing.” She leaned in and scrubbed harder at the non-existent dirt.
“I heard you met his mother.”
Abby nodded because she knew if she opened her mouth that her frustration, disappointment, and hurt would come spewing out. And that wouldn’t be good for either of them.
“What happened?” Sadie gently pushed. “Did you not hit it off with his mother?”
“No. I mean, yes, we got along after a bumpy start.”
Sadie leaned against the countertop that Abby was trying to clean and crossed her arms. Her gaze narrowed in on Abby. “What bumpy start?”
Abby sighed as she threw the cloth into the sink full of soapy water. While she rinsed her hands, she thought about Sadie being a trained reporter. She wasn’t going to give up until she had the full story.
After drying her hands, she pulled a couple of stools over to the prep table. Then, realizing that this conversation would be better with something to drink and stir, she got them two cups of coffee.
Once they were both seated, Sadie said, “Tell me what has you so worked up.”
Abby’s thoughts rewound to the first moment she’d seen Brad walk through the door of Wright’s Eatery. She remembered how her heart had pounded—how she’d resisted the urge to run into his arms. She’d tried to play it cool and not let him know that she had missed him terribly.
But Sadie didn’t know about that part of the story. So, she skipped to the heart of the tale. “We were kissing when his mother walked in on us.”
“Oh no!” A smile lifted the corners of Sadie’s glossy lips. “Surely his mother couldn’t have been offended about that.”
Abby shook her head. “She took it okay. She was shocked at first. I was utterly mortified. It was not how I envisioned meeting the woman. But it was Brad that ruined everything.”
The smile fell from Sadie’s face as her brows drew together, and concern shone in her eyes. “What exactly did he do?”
“Long story short, he shut down. He didn’t even introduce us.”
“Ouch! I’m sorry.” Sadie reached out and gently squeezed her forearm.
Tears pricked the back of her eyes. She blinked repeatedly. “I know it’s ridiculous with us living in two different states. But I thought when I was in Chicago that things between us...that they’d changed.” Under her breath, she said, “I’m such a fool.”
“You’re not a fool.” When Abby didn’t respond, Sadie said, “You aren’t. But I’m starting to wonder if he is.”
“I know he is.” Abby lifted her chin. “I’m the best thing that ever happened to him.”
“Did he say anything at all? Did he try to apologize?”
Abby hesitated, but then she nodded. “Eventually… It just felt like it was too little too late. If he truly cared about me, he would have mentioned me to his mother. He would have wanted to introduce me to her.”
“Wait. Didn’t you say that she busted you kissing?”
Abby’s cheeks pinkened as she nodded her head.
“Then does it even matter what he said? His mother obviously knows that you two are more than friends, right?”
Abby never stopped and thought of it that way. She’d just been so hurt by Brad’s silence. “I... I just don’t think this thing with Brad...that’s it’s going anywhere. He certainly doesn’t seem that invested.”
Sadie arched a brow. “Are you sure?”
“I thought you were supposed to be on my side.”
“I’m always on your side. Don’t ever doubt that. But let me play devil’s advocate for just a moment.”
Abby sighed. “Do you have to?”
Sadie nodded. “Just listen. Haven’t you been in constant contact with him since Christmas?” When Abby grudgingly nodded, Abby said, “And didn’t he get you that fabulous espresso machine that makes delicious lattes?” Abby sighed again and nodded. “And doesn’t he blow up your phone every day with messages that have you walking around with that huge grin on your face?”
Instead of agreeing...again, Abby asked, “Just say what you’re getting at.”
“What I’m getting at is that if he isn’t crazy about you, he wouldn’t go to that much effort. Either he’s denying his feelings to himself, or he panicked when he got caught making out in front of his mother.”
“Hey, we weren’t making out.”
“Uh-huh.” Sadie grinned. “Maybe you should go talk to him.”
“Why should I go to him?”
“Because you gave him the cold shoulder at the shower. It was so cold that I wonder if he has frostbite.”
Abby shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
Sadie lowered her voice. “Come on. You don’t want to let him go without talking this out. It would be a big mistake.”
Was she right? Maybe she had overreacted. She’d been so worked up about meeting his mother and wanting it to go well. Other than her pride, was there any legitimate reason not to give him another chance? 
She couldn’t think of one.

      [image: ]He’d ruined everything.
Brad sat in Mel’s Grille, nursing a cup of coffee that couldn’t hold a candle to the brew at Abby’s coffeeshop. He didn’t dare go to the coffeeshop. He worried that he’d be wearing another cup of coffee like the first time they’d met.
His thoughts rolled back in time. How was it that it seemed like forever since he’d first visited Bayberry—since he’d walked into the Steaming Brew for the very first time.
“Are you just going to sit there and frown all evening?” Reed asked.
“I’m not frowning.” Was he?
“How bad are things between you and Abby?”
Brad shrugged. “This was a mistake. I never should have gotten involved with her.”
“Whoa! Slow down. How did we go from you making a jerk of yourself in front of your mother and Abby to you thinking that your relationship was a mistake?”
Brad was quiet for a moment as he sorted his jumbled thoughts. He decided to turn things around.
He looked directly at Reed. “When did you know that Sadie was the one for you?”
Reed grinned. “I fell for her the first moment I saw her. Of course, I didn’t know who she was at the time. Things were going great, and then bam, it blew up in my face.” He paused as though he were lost in his memories. A moment later, he said, “I could have walked away when things got rough for us. It would have been the easy thing to do.”
“Why did you stick it out?”
Reed shrugged. “I didn’t have a choice.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that I knew she was the right person for me. Without Sadie in my life, I would always be missing the best part of me.”
Brad looked down at his now-cold coffee. “Don’t you miss Chicago? Is she really worth giving up your life to move to another state?”
“At first, I was hesitant. I mean, you and I have the company to think of. But you automated things to the point that it can be run from most anywhere. Then it came down to being happy. I could be unhappy in Chicago without her. Or I could be in Bayberry and enjoy the happiest time of my life. The choice wasn’t hard.”
“Aren’t you worried that you’re making a mistake by moving here?”
Reed narrowed his gaze. “Are we now talking about me? Or you?”
“Just answer the question.”
Reed shook his head. “No. I’m not worried about making a mistake. I love Sadie. When I look in her eyes, I see my future. I see her as my wife. I see our children. I see us growing old right here in Bayberry. What is the deal with all of the questions?”
Brad hesitated. He hadn’t talked about any of this with anyone. Maybe it was time he did before he ruined everything.
He cleared his throat. “I think I’m in love with Abby.”
Reed’s brows rose. “You think?”
“Fine. I’m in love with her.”
“You don’t have to sound so unhappy about it.”
“At the moment, I don’t know what I’m supposed to be happy about. She’s furious with me. And even if we got past it, we live almost a thousand miles apart. How are we supposed to make that work?”
Reed leaned back against the bench. “I could think of one way.”
He sighed. “I know. Move to Bayberry. But what if I don’t want to?”
“I know about your past, and I swear to you that Bayberry is nothing like your hometown.”
Brad was surprised there was a part of him that wanted to believe his friend. No. No-no-no. He wasn’t moving to Bayberry.
But maybe if he asked Abby if she’d consider moving to Chicago. He already knew she didn’t want to live downtown, but they didn’t have to. He’d be open to moving to the suburbs. It would be some sort of compromise. But would it be enough?
“What?” Reed’s voice drew him from his thoughts.
He didn’t want to tell him, because he was afraid Reed would tell him it wasn’t enough. At this point, it was all he had to offer.
“Come on, Brad. I know when you get that look that you’ve come up with an idea. What is it?”
Brad shook his head. “Not this time, my friend. He looked down at the menu that was sitting off to the side of the table. He didn’t have an appetite.
“Do you mind if we skip dinner?”
“Uh. Sure. Everything okay?” Reed sent him a concerned look.
“I don’t know. I need to go see Abby.” When he went to stand, he paused and glanced over at Reed. “Would you do me a favor?”
“Sure. What do you need?”
“Can you take some food to my mother back at the B&B? I know she said she had a headache, but maybe some food will help.” And then he had a thought. “If they have the stew today, I think she’ll really like it. And that homemade bread. It’s the best.” When Reed grinned at him, he said, “What?”
“I think you’re starting to fall for some of Bayberry’s charms. But she won’t need dinner.”
“Why not?”
“She’s having dinner with Sadie’s parents and Abby’s mother.”
“She is?” He was confused. “But she said she didn’t feel well.”
“I don’t know what to tell you, but she was fine when I drove her to Sadie’s parents’ house.”
So, his mother had pleaded a headache to get rid of him. He wondered if she was hoping that he’d go talk to Abby. Perhaps his mother had a bit of a matchmaker in her.
Brad got to his feet. “I have to go. Sorry about dinner.”
“No problem. Good luck with your talk. I hope it goes well.”
Brad nodded as he headed for the door. He was hoping the same thing. But would Abby hear him out?






  
  Chapter Twenty-Seven


She’d overheard him. 
Abby’s heart sank when Brad had asked Reed if he thought he was making a mistake moving to Bayberry. It felt as though they’d come full circle. Luckily, Brad hadn’t spotted her at the diner.
She took quick steps as she headed back to the coffeeshop. She didn’t pay the least bit of attention to the curious looks she got. Let them talk. She didn’t care.
She was blind to everything, including the crisp green grass and the leaves that were beginning to sprout. Spring might be her favorite time of the year, but today it might as well have been dark and stormy, because it felt like there was a storm brewing within her.
How had she been so wrong about Brad? Maybe because she only saw what she wanted to see.
Well, not anymore. She’d taken off her rose-colored glasses. And she wasn’t about to put them back on.
He had been stringing her along. He never had any intention of taking their relationship to the next step. Being her boyfriend would involve a commitment—it would involve the possibility of a future. And he didn’t want that, especially if it included him moving to Bayberry.
When she entered the coffeeshop, Mia took one look at her and said, “I’ve got the close, if you want to go home.”
Did she want to go home? The thought of not having to speak to anyone appealed to her. She needed some time to get her head screwed on straight.
“Thanks, Mia. I’ll see you Monday.” She kept going.
She couldn’t wait to get home. She pushed open the back door of the coffeeshop. She turned the corner toward her car. Her drive to her apartment was only a couple of minutes. In no time, she was up the stairs and inside her second-floor apartment.
She leaned back against the closed door. There wasn’t a cat or dog to greet her—not even a goldfish. She should do something about that. Thankfully, her landlord, Edith Merkle, loved animals. Abby was sure that Edith wouldn’t mind her getting…a dog? Wait. No. A cat. Yes. Definitely a cat.
If she was going to get a cat, she should clean up first. It wasn’t like her apartment was messy. But she had too much pent-up energy to sit still.
She grabbed her earbuds and put on some pop music. She wanted something with a bouncy tune. Next, she got out her vacuum, a bucket, and a rag. With some window cleaner, she started on the windows.
With the music cranked up, it helped to drown out her thoughts—drown out her anger at Brad—drown out her anger at herself for caring about him. When she finished the windows, she started to dust.
She turned around to grab some paper towels when she spotted someone standing in her apartment. She jumped before she realized it was Brad standing there.
She hastily pulled out her earbuds. “What are you doing in here?”
“I knocked. I knew you were here. So, when you didn’t answer, I got worried.”
She frowned at him. Why hadn’t she locked the door? Because this was Bayberry, and locking your door was optional...unless your nosy ex was looking for you.
“You can’t be in here,” she stated flatly.
“Abby, we have to talk.” His blue eyes pleaded with her.
She recalled some of what she’d overheard at the diner. She’d only heard a bit of the conversation, but it had been long enough to know he was never going to change.
She shook her head. “Whatever we had, it’s over.”
“Abby”—he stepped forward—“I’m sorry. I totally messed things up with my mother. I just panicked.”
She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It was a mistake. We were a mistake.”
She wasn’t going to give him a chance to draw her back in. She was done.
He stepped closer and reached out to her. “Abby...”
She stepped back. “Why are you still here? I heard you with Reed. You were still trying to talk him out of moving here.”
“I wasn’t—”
“You were. I heard you at the diner.” Her frustration with him was growing with each passing moment. “Why can’t you just let Reed and Sadie be happy?”
“I do want them to be happy.”
“It sure didn’t sound like it to me.”
“Then you must not have heard the whole conversation. I was trying to figure out...us.”
“That’s a pretty strange way to do it.”
“Abby, I know I’m messing this all up. Can’t we sit down and talk?”
She shook her head. “Brad, why are you pushing things?”
“Because we can’t end this way.”
“Why? You knew it was going to end eventually. You live in Chicago. I live here. It was never going to last.”
“Abby, what we have is good.”
“Stop. We’re not doing this.” She picked up the window cleaner and the paper towels. She turned her back to him and squirted the mirror.
“Abby, please don’t shut me out. Please talk to me.”
She ran the paper towel over the mirror. They’d talked about a lot of things over the past few months. The one thing they’d never talked about was their feelings. She had no idea how he felt about her.
She stopped cleaning the mirror and turned. She looked directly into his eyes. “What do you feel for me?”
His eyes widened. His mouth opened, but no words came out. He wordlessly pressed his lips together. His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I, uh...I like you. And you like me too. Or at least you used to.”
She shook her head. “Liking someone isn’t enough. There’s too much at stake.”
He pressed his hands to his waist as he glanced down. “What do you want from me?”
I want you to love me. I want you willing to meet me halfway to make this relationship work. I want you to tell the world how you feel about me.
Of course, she wasn’t going to say any of that out loud.
“Why are you doing this?” he asked. “I apologized. I explained things to my mother. She wants to have lunch with us tomorrow.”
Abby was touched that he’d clarified things with his mother, but it still wasn’t enough. “Brad, I can’t keep doing whatever this is. I thought I could. I thought I could live without labels. But I can’t. I want more. And you aren’t willing to give more.” She walked to the door that was still ajar. She pulled it wide open. “Please go.”
His gaze lifted to meet hers. There was a myriad of emotions in those blue eyes as he walked out the door.
She closed the door behind him. Once it was locked, she leaned back against it. She closed her eyes as tears streamed down her cheeks.
She couldn’t play this game by his rules any longer. She wanted more. She needed more. She deserved more.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Eight


He missed her so much. 
It was Monday morning in Bayberry. Brad had gotten his mother off to the airport the evening before. She was on her way to Florida, where she was to meet up with her friends from Barch. It was time for their semi-annual cruise. This year they were taking a voyage through the Panama Canal.
It was their first time for that sort of cruise. He couldn’t tell if his mother was more excited about going through the canal itself or her first visit to California. She wasn’t the only one in the group who was excited about the possibility of spotting some of the rich and famous. In fact, they were planning to spend a week out there before flying home.
He was happy for his mother. She’d worked so hard to support and raise him. She absolutely deserved all of the happiness now.
She wasn’t very happy with him at the moment. When he’d told her lunch was off with Abby, his mother insisted on a reason. And when he’d told her they were no longer seeing each other, his mother sent him a look of disappointment. In that moment, he’d shrunk in his mother’s vision, and it killed him.
His mother pointed out his pattern of avoiding serious relationships. He couldn’t argue with her. She was right. Since when had his mother become such an expert on his dating life?
This morning, he’d gone to the Steaming Brew, as well as Abby’s apartment. They weren’t done talking. He had more he had to say.
But she hadn’t been at either place. And her car was missing. When he called her, it went to voicemail.
When he’d sought out Sadie, she’d given him the death stare. She wouldn’t tell him anything about Abby. And he was out of ideas of where to look for her.
And since he’d made such an utter and complete mess of things, he decided to leave early for the airport in Burlington.
“Are you sure you have to go now?” Reed asked.
Brad nodded. “I don’t think I’m welcome in this town now that things ended with Abby.”
“Dude, you messed up royally with her.”
Brad raked his fingers through his hair. “I know. I want to fix things, but she won’t talk to me. I’ve called and left messages. And nothing. I went to her place, and she isn’t there.” He let out a resigned sigh. “The truth is that I can’t give her what she wants—what she deserves.”
Reed arched a brow. “Are you sure about that?”
“Yes.” The answer was quick, but the question lingered in Brad’s thoughts as he made his way to the airport. 
He chewed on the question as he returned his rental car. It continued to plague him as he waited for his flight. Why was he so hesitant to make a commitment? 
He realized it went back to his childhood. He blamed his father dying for his mother’s troubles. Hey, he was a kid at the time. All he knew was if his father hadn’t died, his mother wouldn’t have had to work herself so hard to keep a roof over their heads.
As he grew older, he noticed his mother didn’t bother dating. She’d kept his father’s picture in the living room. Sometimes, he would notice her staring at his father’s picture, and the pain was evident in her eyes. He didn’t want to give anyone the power to hurt him that deeply.
It wasn’t until now that he put together all of the pieces to figure out why he was the way he was. But what was he supposed to do with this information?
His wait to board the plane was brief. The flight was completely booked. And to make matters worse, he was given a window seat. He didn’t like those seats, because there wasn’t room to stretch his legs.
Even worse was that they’d been held at the gate for forty-five minutes. The pilot apologized not once but twice. Each time the pilot assured them they would soon be on their way.
The longer they sat at the gate, the more Brad wondered if it was some sort of sign that leaving was the biggest mistake of his life. The thought of how he left things with Abby weighed heavy on him.
He knew what she wanted him to tell her. Three little words. But those three words came with commitments and expectations. Was he up to keeping them?
The plane jerked, and they were at last in motion. It meant he didn’t have to contemplate what he did or didn’t do concerning Abby. It was too late.
As the plane rolled out onto the runway, he leaned back in his seat and stared out the window. If he was going to be crammed into a window seat, he might as well take in the view.
The next thing he knew, he was thrust back in his seat as the plane rushed down the tarmac and then the wheels lifted from the ground. He stared out the window as sunny Vermont slowly faded. Instead of feeling better, he felt like he’d lost something very special.
Thud!
The plane shuddered. 
His fingers held the armrests in a death grip as his body tensed. When he looked out the window, he was horrified to find fire coming out of the engine. Fire!
“We’re on fire,” the woman behind him shrieked. “We’re gonna die.”
It was followed by a lot of people with fear in their voices as the flight attendants attempted to calm everyone down. His stomach knotted up.
Brad’s gaze was glued to the bright orange flames shooting out of the engine. His breathing came in rapid gasps as his heart raced. This was not how he imagined dying. His palms were damp as he clutched the armrests.
And what did he have to show for his life? He had a successful business, but in that moment, he realized he didn’t have anything that was really important: a wife and kids. The things that he’d spent most of his life running from.
And he’d met the perfect woman. Not only had he met her, but he’d fallen head over heels in love with her. Why hadn’t he told her that he loved her?
But with the way the plane was vibrating, he wasn’t convinced they were going to stay in the air much longer. Just then the plane dipped hard to the right. Brad’s fingernails bit into the plastic of the armrests.
In what he imagined were his last moments alive, he was filled with regrets. He should have never left things the way they were with Abby. He should have put down his shield and laid his raw feelings out there for her to see.
The plane shuddered. Screams echoed through the cabin. Fear sliced through him in a way he’d never felt before. If this were his last moment, he had to make it count.
He reached for his phone. He pulled up Abby’s name. He quickly wrote out: I love you.
“Ladies and gentlemen, prepare for an emergency landing,” the flight attendant shouted to be heard over the panicked voices.
He shoved his phone back into his pocket as he listened to the attendant’s commands.
The plane suddenly lost altitude. A new wave of bloodcurdling screams roared through the cabin. He gritted his back teeth, holding in his own horror.
He bent over as instructed. The breath caught in his lungs as time stood still.
If he lived through this—if he got a second chance, he promised himself he wouldn’t play it safe. He would take a leap into the unknown. He would throw himself on Abby’s mercy and tell her that he loved her.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Nine


He was gone. 
Abby kept herself busy, but it didn’t stop her from thinking about Brad. Monday business usually tapered off after lunch. It was so slow at the moment that she was considering closing early.
She didn’t really want to go home. It would just leave her to pace around the apartment because her living room and kitchen did not need to be cleaned again. In fact, her apartment had never been this spotless.
Every time her phone went off, she found herself grabbing for it and hoping Brad’s name would show up. It never did.
He was on a plane back to Chicago—back to his life, which had nothing to do with her. She knew this was all her fault. She, of all people, knew that long-distance relationships don’t work.
The door opened behind her. She forced a smile to her lips as she turned. When she saw it was Sadie and Reed, she let the fake smile slip from her lips. She didn’t have to put a show on for them. She’d already told Sadie how badly things had ended with Brad.
“Hey, guys,” Abby said. “What can I get you? A latte? Something else?”
When they came to a stop in front of her, she saw the worried looks on their faces. “Guys, don’t look at me like that. I’m going to be fine.”
It sure didn’t feel like it. She felt as though her heart had been ripped in half. She didn’t know if it were possible to piece the jagged edges back together.
“She doesn’t know,” Reed said.
Sadie worried her bottom lip as she nodded.
Abby’s gaze moved between them. The worry lines bracketing their eyes were about something more serious than her broken heart. “What happened? Is it my mother?”
“No,” Sadie rushed to say. “It’s Brad.”
“Oh.” At least it’s nothing dire—even if it felt like it at the moment. “Did he say he never wants to talk to me again?”
Sadie shook her head as her eyes filled with tears. 
Abby’s heart rate jumped. “What?” When Sadie shook her head as though she were struggling to keep her composure, Abby turned to Reed. “What’s going on? What happened to Brad?”
“We don’t know. All we know is that his plane had problems.”
“Problems?” Her brain searched for answers.
She reached for the simplest answer, like there was a mechanical issue, and it never took off. It was definitely the safest of the scary scenarios running through her mind. She desperately wanted to cling to the mechanical issue; however, that wouldn’t explain the tears and worried stares they were giving her.
“What problems?” They were really scaring her now. Brad has to be all right.
Reed walked over to where she kept the television remotes behind the counter. He turned on the television. There was some sort of breaking news on.
“If you have just joined us”—the blonde news reporter sent the camera a somber expression—“flight five-two-three out of Burlington took off, and within seconds radioed the tower, requesting an emergency landing.”
Abby stared at the television. This couldn’t be Brad’s flight. Please, say it wasn’t so.
Her gaze swung to her friends with their devastated expressions. “Tell me he’s not on this flight.”
“I’m sorry, Abby.” Reed’s voice was soft, as though it pained him to make the admission. “I’ve tried to call him multiple times, but it keeps going to voicemail.”
Her gaze swung back to the television. Please, let him be all right.
“Initial reports said the plane crash-landed. But we are getting some updated information that says the plane successfully landed before it lost control.” The news person got quiet, as though she were listening to a voice in her ear. “We have the first images of the plane in the air. This was sent in by one of our viewers.”
Abby heard the door of the coffeeshop open and close behind her, but she was so engrossed with the horrific scene on the television it didn’t even register that she was supposed to turn around and wait on them.
The amateur video came up on the screen. It looked as though it were taken on someone’s cell phone. The plane wasn’t very big in the video. It looked like it was ascending when one of the engines caught fire. Abby gasped. This was bad. Very bad.
And then the plane plunged downward, disappearing behind a building. The video stopped. But what happened next?
The camera cut back to the reporter. “The plane was able to limp back to the airport, but we’re told the landing was less than smooth.”
The screen switched to show the back of the plane on the ground. There was smoke coming from it while it was surrounded by emergency vehicles. Red lights flashed as tears stung Abby’s eyes.
She turned to Sadie and Reed. “I have to go.”
“Get your stuff,” Reed said in a calm voice. “We’ll drive you.”
She didn’t respond. Instead, she ran to her office as fast as her legs would carry her. She grabbed her coat and bag. Tears spilled onto her cheeks. This couldn’t be happening. He had to be all right.
On her way back, she ran into Mia. “I have to go.” Her words rushed together as her voice started to crack with emotion. “Can you—”
“I’ve got the closing.”
When she returned, Reed was on the phone. She hoped it was good news about Brad. Although, by the way Reed was pacing and raking his fingers through his hair, it wasn’t the news they were hoping for.
When Reed saw her, he got off the phone. “It was the airport. They don’t have any information available about the passengers yet.”
Of course they don’t. This just happened. But Brad just had to be all right. He just had to be.






  
  Chapter Thirty


That was his worst flight ever. 
But he was alive, and so was everyone else.
Brad counted that as a win. He looked over at the paramedic who was looking over his minor injuries. For all that had happened, he was thrilled to walk away with some cuts and bruises. It could have been so much worse.
The one thing this unfortunate event had granted him was clarity. He’d been given a second chance, and he wasn’t going to squander it.
The next time he saw Abby, he was going to tell her exactly how he felt about her. He’d just learned firsthand how short life can be, and he didn’t intend to waste any of it.
After being examined by the paramedics on the tarmac, he was then transported back to the terminal. He would have called Abby or Reed, but his phone was missing. He couldn’t remember if he’d put it back into his pocket after texting Abby or not. Either way, it was now lost on the plane. He had his doubts if he would ever get it back. Its loss seemed inconsequential in the grand scheme of things.
When he got inside the building, he was guided to a line of passengers. They were taking their personal information and checking them off a list. It was a slow process. 
Thankfully, there were chairs nearby. Other than being a bit sore, he was tired. It was like that whole horrific ordeal, from watching the flames shooting out of the engine and being jostled about on the hard landing to skidding off the runway, had sucked all of the energy out of him.
When it was at last his turn at the information table, he gave his personal information. When they asked if he wanted to be rebooked onto another flight, he said no. When they asked for an address where they should send his luggage, he told them Bayberry. He had some unfinished business there.
He also explained that he needed to make a phone call, but his phone was lost on the plane. One of the airline employees took pity on him and offered their personal phone. The only problem was that he didn’t know anyone’s number. Everything was programmed into his phone, so he didn’t have to memorize any phone numbers.
The only number he could think of was his mother’s home number. She still had the same landline that she’d had since he was a kid. But she wasn’t home. She was off on her cruise, and hopefully, she wouldn’t hear about any of this until she got home. He didn’t want anything to ruin her vacation.
He returned the phone and asked if the car rental was still open. Before they answered him, he heard someone calling out his name. Then again, there were a lot of people standing around, maybe one of them was also named Brad.
Still he turned around. And he was glad he did because his gaze met Abby’s. The next thing he knew he was taking long quick strides toward her, and she was running into his arms.
Not so long ago, he thought he would never feel her in his arms again. He pulled her close and lowered his face to the nape of her neck.
In that moment, time stood still, and the noise of passengers reuniting with their families faded into the background. All he was aware of was that he was holding onto his future. He still wasn’t exactly sure what the future looked like. But he did know that Abby would be front and center—if she wanted to be.
He pulled back and looked at her. “You got my message?”
Her brows drew together. “What message?”
He briefly wondered why she hadn’t got the message. But he decided that it worked out for the best because now he could tell her in person.
“So, how did you know to come here?” He searched her eyes.
“Reed and Sadie told me about the accident. It’s all over the local news.” She reached up and touched the side of his face. “You’re cut.”
“It’s not bad. The paramedics said it was minor.”
“Do you need to go to the hospital?”
He shook his head. Other passengers had broken bones and had been transported to the hospital. He’d stayed on the plane to help them until the paramedics reached them.
There was a flight attendant that got slammed around pretty good. Not that he had any medical training, but he’d be willing to guess she had a broken arm plus a few other injuries.
In the end, everyone survived. The pilot was a hero in Brad’s book. Once Brad saw those flames shooting out of the engine, he thought it was game over.
But he didn’t want to share any of that with Abby. She already looked plenty shaken, and he had something more important to tell her. Because he’d made himself a promise that he wasn’t going to waste a moment of this second chance, and he meant it.
He looked into her brown eyes with those gold flecks. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
“Wait. There’s something I need to say first.” She stared right back at him. “I was being a stubborn fool. I should have accepted your apology. I’m so sorry that I didn’t.”
He hadn’t expected her to say that. He thought for sure he had a lot more groveling to do. “But you were right to want more from me.”
“I wasn’t finished,” she said firmly.
He started to grin at her sassiness, but he subdued the reaction. He didn’t want to do anything to ruin this moment. And he was particularly interested in knowing where it was going.
“I love you, Brad. I’m not sure when it started. It could have been when you were my fake boyfriend, but I was definitely falling hard when we skated at the Ribbon.” When he opened his mouth to speak, she pressed a finger to his lips. “I don’t exactly know how this is going to work out. But I do know from experience that long-distance relationships don’t last. So, I might need some help finding a good location in Chicago for a second Steaming Brew location.”
This time when his mouth opened, there were no words coming out. He just stood there for a moment, replaying her words in his mind. She was willing to sacrifice the hometown that she loved, the life she’d made for herself and the friends that she obviously adored, to move to Chicago where she knew no one—except him.
The gravity of her love struck him. It reached out and filled in the old cracks in his heart like it was super glue. He couldn’t believe he’d almost walked away from this most amazing woman.
He wanted to reach out and pull her to him so he could plant another kiss on her pink lips, but it wasn’t time yet.
“Abby, I was being a fool. And I’m so sorry. When it came to you meeting my mother, I totally panicked. I was certain my mother would see the same thing I saw in you—that you are an amazing woman with a huge heart. I knew if my mother got to know you that she would be your champion and call me out for being a fool. I was afraid to lay my heart on the line. I’d seen the steep price my mother paid for loving my father. She’s never gotten over my father’s death. And I was afraid of experiencing something that strong. So, I fought it, but in the end, love won. Because I am absolutely crazy for you. And I know exactly when I started to fall for you. It was when you dumped that coffee on me.”
Abby’s mouth gaped. “I did not.”
He grinned. “Did too.”
She smiled back. “Did not.”
“I think we’ll be having this argument fifty years from now.”
“I think you’re right—”
“At last, you agree with me. You spilled it.”
She groaned. “I agree about us arguing about who spilled it.”
“So, are you two done yet?” Reed and Sadie stepped up to them.
Brad hadn’t even known they were there with Abby. He was glad they were there for Abby when he couldn’t be. It was good to have such amazing friends. Friendships like that didn’t come along often in life. They weren’t to be squandered.
Brad looked over at Reed. “We’re almost done.” He looked back at Abby. He stared deep into her eyes, and he knew he had found something he didn’t know he was missing—his home.
With his heart beating fast, he said, “Abby, I love you. And I want to make this work. I promise it won’t be long distance. At least not for long. Do you trust me?”
As she continued to stare into his eyes, she nodded her head. “I do.”
That’s all he needed to hear. He reached out, scooped her up in his arms and kissed her. It felt like the beginning of forever, but perhaps he was jumping just a little bit ahead.
In the end, Reed had been right—Bayberry was better than his hometown. Abby lived there.
Brad decided that he couldn’t judge Bayberry using a yardstick from his hometown. They were different—the residents were different. But most of all, he was different. 
He was no longer that young lanky kid who wanted to prove all of the naysayers right—
that he was trouble. Because he wasn’t trouble then—he had just been a kid struggling to find his path in this world without a father and with a mother who had to work too many hours to keep a roof over their heads. But through it all, his mother had loved him and wanted the best for him.
Now he wanted to take the loving example his mother had set for him and start a family of his own with Abby.






  
  Epilogue

Sadie and Reed’s Wedding


The weather was perfect. 
Spring showers had brought May flowers.
Abby stood next to Carrie and Kate in the town square as Sadie, in her beautiful long-sleeved white wedding gown, married Reed, who wore a charcoal gray suit with a black tie. They looked adorable.
The groomsmen were wearing gray suits and pink ties. The ties matched the pink dresses the bridal party were wearing.
And in the background were pink, yellow, and white tulips that came up every spring in the town square. They’d moved the wedding from the church to the town square because there were so many people who wanted to celebrate this special moment.
As the happy couple said their vows, Abby’s gaze sought out the best man. He was staring back at her. He looked so handsome. How had she gotten so lucky to find him?
Even though the plane accident had scared her, they’d both gotten back on a plane again. They promised to never let a month go by without seeing each other. And they’d been true to their word. Since declaring their love, they’d seen each other every couple of weeks, sometimes for a few days and sometimes just for the weekend. Thanks to Mia being the most amazing assistant manager, Abby felt confident leaving the coffeeshop in her capable hands when she flew to Chicago.
The next thing she knew, the pastor was saying, “You may kiss the bride.”
Reed swept Sadie into his arms. He kissed her, and then he dipped her back. A loud applause rippled through the guests with a few whistles here and there. Reed might be newish to Bayberry, but he’d quickly made friends. And she knew why. He was really easy to get along with. And she thought he would make Sadie very happy.
The newlyweds made their way along the makeshift aisle between the dozens and dozens of folding chairs. Abby stepped forward, and Brad met her at the end of the aisle. He hadn’t proposed yet—it was too soon—but her heart already told her that someday in the not-so-distant future, they too would be getting married. A smile pulled at the corner of her lips. Yeah, it was that once-in-a-lifetime, forever kind of love.
He looked into her eyes. “Are you happy?”
“Most definitely. Now let’s get a move on. You promised to dance with me at the reception.”
Abby couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled this much. She smiled for pictures. She smiled during the receiving line. She smiled when Brad danced with her.
Her cheeks were sore from smiling so much, but that didn’t stop her from smiling some more. This was an awesome day.
After the music stopped, she followed Brad over to their table. They sat down. She thought about kicking off her heels, but she knew if she did that, she’d never put them on again. Still, the thought was tempting. Why hadn’t she thought to bring some sandals or something that was comfortable?
“And now it’s time for the bridal bouquet toss,” the DJ announced. “All you single ladies, step forward.”
Sadie stood in the middle of the dance floor as the women made their way onto the floor.
When Abby didn’t make any motion to join them, Brad asked, “Aren’t you going to join them?”
Abby shook her head.
“Why not?”
She looked at him. “Because I already found my forever love. I don’t need a bouquet to tell me what I already know.”
He grinned at her. “But I haven’t even proposed.”
“I know. But you will.”
He let out a laugh. “A little confident?”
She nodded. “I am. Very confident that we’ll go the distance.”
Their conversation was interrupted when Kate and Carrie appeared next to her. “Let’s go.”
Abby shook her head.
Carrie reached for her arm. “If we have to go, so do you.”
Kate reached for her other arm. “Let’s go.”
“Really?” Abby stood. “Fine.”
“Hurry up,” the bride called out.
The floor was crowded. Who knew there were so many single ladies in Bayberry?
“Okay, ladies,” Sadie said as she turned around. “Let’s see which one of you will be the next lucky bride.”
Without so much as a countdown, Abby tossed the bouquet over her head. And it was headed in Abby’s direction. She might have stepped to the side, out of the way. Since she didn’t need the luck, she let someone catch the bouquet.
When she glanced over, she was surprised to find that Mia had caught the flowers. Interesting. Very interesting.
Join Abby and Brad as they take the next big step in their relationship! Sign-up for my newsletter and receive a Bonus Epilogue. Get your bonus epilogue .
Even though this was the final book in The Bayberry, Vermont series, readers have clamored for more of this cozy small town. So join Mia Fernsby and the Knotty Knitters in a spin-off series, BACK TO BAYBERRY series. Four friends knit and talk about their lives and their loves. The first book will be... Mistletoe in Bayberry.






  
  Afterword


Thanks so much for reading Abby and Brad’s story. I hope their journey made your heart smile. If you did enjoy the book, please consider... 
-    Help spreading the word about SPRINGTIME IN BAYBERRY by writing a review.
-    Subscribe to my newsletter in order to receive information about my next release as well as find out about giveaways and special sales.
-    You can like my author page on Facebook or follow me on Bookbub.
 Thanks again for your support! It is HUGELY appreciated.
 
Happy reading,
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