




Cousins by chance, sisters by choice…
After her cat toy empire goes up in flames, Sophie Lane
returns to Blackberry Island, determined to rebuild. Until
small-town life reveals a big problem: she can’t grow unless
she learns to let go. If Sophie relaxes her grip even a little, she
might lose everything. Or she might finally be free to reach for
the happiness and love that have eluded her for so long.

Kristine has become defined by her relationship to others.
She’s a wife, a mom. As much as she adores her husband and
sons, she wants something for herself—a sweet little bakery
just off the waterfront. She knew changing the rules wouldn’t
be easy, but she never imagined she might have to choose
between her marriage and her dreams.

Like the mainland on the horizon, Heather’s goals seem
beyond her grasp. Every time she manages to save for college,
her mother has another crisis. Can she break free, or will she
be trapped in this tiny life forever?

Told with Mallery’s trademark humor and charm, Sisters by
Choice is a heartfelt tale of love, family and the friendships
that see us through.
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“Mallery brings her signature humor and style to this moving
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SUSAN MALLERY
Sisters by Choice



For Tarryn—I know you love my Blackberry Island books
so I’m thrilled to be able to dedicate this one to you.

I think you’re going to enjoy meeting Sophie
and Kristine and Heather. And, okay, even Amber.

I hope you have as much fun reading this book as I had writing
it!
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Chapter One

Eight years after her divorce, Sophie Lane still wasn’t very
good at dating. She supposed she only had herself to blame—
if she really “put herself out there,” as her cousin Kristine was
always saying, she could find someone.

From Sophie’s point of view, there were multiple problems
with that statement. First, Kristine had married her high school
sweetheart after graduation and had been happily married for
the past sixteen years. She wasn’t exactly someone who
should be giving dating advice. Second, Sophie didn’t have a
lot of time to “put herself out there.” She was busy—she
owned a company and she loved her company and all the hard
work that went into keeping it successful. To be honest, her
business was way more interesting than any man, which might
be a big part of the dating problem. That and, well, the actual
dating.

Getting dressed up, meeting for dinner, listening to a man
talk about himself for three hours wasn’t exactly how she
wanted to spend a lone evening when she wasn’t dealing with
some crisis at the office. Plus, she never quite understood all
the rules.

She was pretty sure it was supposed to be sex after three
dates, but that didn’t work for her. If she liked a guy and
wanted to have sex with him, why did she have to wait? She
was busy. If she had the interest and the time on the first date,
then her feeling was, why not just do it, clear her head, so to
speak, and happily get on with her life? Because if she didn’t
want to do it on date one, there was no way she was interested
on date three. By then the guy had probably annoyed her fifty-
seven ways to Bakersfield.

Which explained why, on date two with Bradley Kaspersky,
she was 100 percent convinced saying yes had been a massive
mistake. Not that his sixty-minute explanation of how laser
sightings worked hadn’t been fascinating their first evening



together. Under normal circumstances she would have ended
things when the check—split at her request—came, explaining
he wasn’t for her, and while she appreciated meeting him,
there was no moving forward. And no, he shouldn’t bother
calling, texting or emailing.

She would have except… She was lonely. CK was gone,
and she still couldn’t believe it. Going home to her empty
condo was physically painful. She’d taken to sleeping on the
sofa in her office to avoid all the memories, but then she had
to go home to shower and the second she walked in the door,
she wanted to cry.

Because of all that, she hadn’t given Bradley the brush-off
and now here she was, at dinner two, listening to the practical
applications for calibrated laser sighting. Or was it sightings?
Regardless, she was stuck and to be honest, maybe she should
just suck it up and go back to her place and let the pain wash
over her. Because CK deserved to be mourned and she had a
feeling her therapist would tell her she’d been putting off those
feelings for a little too long. Assuming she had a therapist.
Which she didn’t. Although more than one person had told her
she needed one. Usually an employee she’d fired, or who had
quit. As they walked out, the parting shot, often yelled across
the company’s open foyer, was something along the lines of,
“You’re impossible. You think you can do everything. Well,
you can’t. You’re not superhuman. You only think you’re
better than everyone else. You have a serious problem, Sophie,
and you should get help.” About half the time, the B word was
tossed around.

“Sophie?”

“Hmm?”

“Your phone is ringing.”

“Oh. Sorry. I forgot to turn off the sound.”

She looked down at the phone she’d placed next to her
wineglass and realized it was indeed ringing and buzzing and
dancing on the table. She was about to send the call to her
voice mail when she read the caller ID info.



“It’s my alarm company,” she said. “I just need to take this.”

She grabbed her phone and her handbag and started for the
front of the restaurant.

“Sophie Lane,” she said crisply. “Do you need my
authentication code?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She gave the code, then asked, “What’s the problem?”

“We have notified the local fire department that several fire
alarms have gone off at the location. Our sensors indicated that
there is a fire, Ms. Lane. This is not a false alarm. CK
Industries is on fire.”

Twenty minutes later, while waiting impatiently at a stupid
light that wouldn’t ever turn green, Sophie remembered that
she’d been on a date when she’d bolted for her car. She
activated her hands-free calling and said, “Call Bradley
Kaspersky.”

“Bradley Kaspersky. Cell phone. Dialing.”

Seconds later she heard ringing, followed by, “You left.”

“Bradley, I’m sorry. My office building is on fire. I’m
driving there right now to meet the fire department.”

“How do I know that’s true? How do I know you didn’t just
run out on me?”

“Because I didn’t. Because… I don’t know, Bradley. If
that’s what you really think then this isn’t going to work. I
have to go.”

She disconnected the call and tried to ignore the sense of
fear and dread growing in her chest. If there was a fire, she
could lose everything. Her inventory, her records, her pictures
of CK that she kept on her desk.

Maybe it wasn’t so bad, she thought. Maybe it was—

She nearly rear-ended the car in front of her. Sophie jumped
on the brakes at the last second and stopped inches from the
pickup’s rear bumper. Up ahead, on her right, dark smoke rose



in the sky. No—rose was the wrong word. It shot up, like out
of a cannon, spreading maliciously, portending disaster.

She turned at the corner, made a left and three more rights
before being forced to a stop by a barricade manned by two
members of the Santa Clarita Police Department. She pulled
over and jumped out of her car, grabbing her company ID and
showing it to the officers.

“That’s my company,” she said. “I own it. What happened?
Was anyone inside? Oh, God, the cleaners. Did they get out?”

The officers waved her past the barricade and pointed
toward one of the firefighters. He looked more management
and less like a climb-a-ladder-to-make-a-hole-in-the-roof guy.

At first she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but stare at
what had once been a large warehouse with offices. Now there
was only fire and smoke and heat.

Go, she told herself. She had to get going!

She rushed to the guy and identified herself again.

He nodded. “From what we can tell, the cleaning team
discovered the fire. They all got out safely. We did a search, as
best we could, and didn’t find anyone else. Do you know of
any employees who work late?”

Sophie tried to focus on what he was saying, but it was
impossible. She’d never seen a real fire before—not outside of
the movies or TV. There was no way that two-dimensional
image had prepared her for the real thing. The heat was
incredible. Even from a hundred feet away, she wanted to step
back, to get away from the climbing temperature.

Even more stunning was the sound. Fire really was alive. It
breathed and roared and screamed. Her building put up a fight,
but it was no match for the beast that consumed it. As she
watched, the fire cried out in victory as a wall collapsed.

“Ma’am, is anyone working late?”

The question was screamed in her face. She tore her
attention away from the flames.



“No. No one works late. Only me. I don’t like anyone in my
building when I’m not there.” The cleaners were the
exception. She trusted them. Plus, anything important was
locked up.

The man’s expression turned sympathetic. “I’m sorry. The
building is going to be a total loss.”

She nodded because speaking was impossible. Her throat
hurt, and not just from the smoke and ash in the air. Her throat
hurt because she was doing her best to keep it all inside.

Everything she’d worked for, everything she’d dreamed of,
built, sweated over and fought for was gone. Just gone. Her
mom had always warned her that if she wasn’t careful, people
would break her heart, but no one had warned her that a
building could do the same.

She turned away and started for her car. The left side of her
brain said she needed to call her insurance agent, and maybe
some of her employees. Thank God her accounting records
and orders were all backed up externally, but CK Industries
wasn’t going to open its doors anytime soon.

That was the left side. The right side of her brain only felt
pain. First CK and now this. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t
lose them both.

She fumbled with her phone and scrolled through her
contacts until she found a familiar number. She pushed it.

“Hey, you,” her cousin Kristine said. “This is a surprise. I
thought you had a date. Oh, Sophie, it’s barely eight. You
didn’t dump him already, did you? I swear, you’re impossible.
What was wrong with this guy? Too tall? Not tall enough? Did
he breathe funny? Hang on a sec—”

Kristine’s voice became muffled. “Yes, JJ, you really do
have to do your European history homework. The First World
War isn’t stupid or boring and you will need the information
later in life.”

Kristine’s voice normalized. “You know he’s going to come
back to me when he’s thirty and tell me I was completely
wrong about the everyday relevance of World War I.”



Sophie managed to find her voice. “Kristine, it’s gone.”

“What? Sophie, what happened? Where are you? Are you
okay? Did your date do something? Do you need me to call
the police?”

“No. It’s not me.” At first Sophie thought she was shaking,
but then she realized she was crying so hard she could barely
stand or breathe.

“There’s a fire. Right now the whole place is on fire.
There’s not going to be anything left. It’s gone, Kristine. It’s
just gone.”

“Are you okay? Was anyone hurt?”

“No one works late and the cleaning crew found the fire, so
they’re all okay. I don’t know what to do. I can’t handle this.”

“Of course you can. If anyone can, it’s you, sweetie. We
both know that. You’re in shock. Look, I’m going to get
myself on the first flight out in the morning. I’ll text you the
information. We’ll figure it out. We can do this together.”

Sophie stared at the hungry flames and knew she’d been
bested. She’d been prepared for a hostile buyout or an all-
employee mutiny, but not total annihilation.

“This is all I have and now there’s nothing,” she whispered.

“That’s not true. You have your family and, knowing you
the way I do, you have more insurance than you need. This
could actually work out for the best. You’ve been talking
about moving your business back to the island for years. Now
you can. It’ll be like it was back in high school. You’ll see.”

“I hate it when you’re perky.”

“I know. That’s mostly why I act that way. I’ll be there
tomorrow.”

Sophie nodded and hung up, then she opened the driver’s
door of her car and sank onto the seat. There were a thousand
things she should be doing but right now all she could do was
watch her entire world literally go up in flames.



The distance between Valencia, California, and Blackberry
Island, Washington, was about 1,130 miles, give or take, and
Sophie could make the drive in two days.

She filled her car with clothes, her laptop, two boxes of
records she would need as she continued to deal with the
aftermath of the fire, along with a large tote bag overflowing
with pictures, blankets, a pet bed and a few treasured catnip
mice and toys. The movers would pack up everything else and
deliver it in a week or so. She’d sold her condo furnished, so
she would only have to deal with twenty or thirty boxes of
personal things. In the meantime, she would get by with what
she had. It was, in fact, her new mantra.

Temporarily shutting down CK Industries had been
unexpectedly easy. She’d hired an order fulfillment company
to manage customer notification. Those who wanted to wait
for replacement orders could do so, those who wanted their
money back received a prompt refund. She’d offered to move
key personnel with her to Blackberry Island and had received
exactly zero takers. Still too numb to be hurt by that, she’d
written letters of recommendation and offered generous
severance packages, all the while prepaying four months of
health insurance for everyone.

Her only friends in the area had been work-related and with
no more work, they’d quickly faded away. In the end, there’d
been no one to see her off, so several weeks after the fire, at
seven on Friday morning, she fought her way to the freeway,
then merged onto I5 north.

Around ten, Kristine called.

“Where are you?” her cousin asked.

“North of the Grapevine.”

“You should have let me fly down and drive up with you.”

“I’ll be fine. You have eight kids to deal with. They would
die without you.”

Kristine laughed. “It’s three kids.”

“When I visit, it feels like more.”



“That’s because they’re loud.” Her humor faded. “You
okay?”

“Never better.” Especially if she didn’t count her broken
heart and ragged spirit.

“You’re lying.”

“I am, but that’s okay.”

Kristine sighed. “I’m glad you’re coming home. I’m
worried about you.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“I think the warehouse is still for lease. I want you to see it
the second you get here. This is Blackberry Island. It’s not as
if we have more than one warehouse. If you don’t grab this
one, you’re going to have to have your offices on the
mainland, and driving there every day would be a drag.”

Sophie felt her sense of dazed sadness ease a little. “Already
done.”

“What?”

“I signed the lease last week.”

“Seriously?” Kristine’s voice was a shriek. “But you haven’t
seen it.”

“I know, but you said it was great. Besides, you’re right. It’s
not as if there are six warehouses to choose from.”

“I said it was available, but I don’t know what you need.
Sophie, you signed a lease? What if you hate it?”

“Then I’ll be mad at you.” She smiled. “It’s fine. I’ll make it
work. Really. Right now I just want to be home.”

“You leased a warehouse you’ve never seen. Sheesh. Next
you’re going to tell me you rented a house, sight unseen.”

“Technically, I saw pictures online.”

“Sophie!”

“It’s just for a few months, while I figure things out.”



“That’s insane,” Kristine told her. “I will never understand
you. Okay, focus on your driving. I can’t wait for you to get
here tomorrow. The boys are very excited to see you.”

“I’m excited to see them. You have six, right?”

“Sophie!”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

“Think of it as a rite of passage,” Kristine Fielding said
cheerfully. “You’re twelve now. You deserve to take on more
responsibilities.”

“You say that like it’s a good thing,” her twelve-year-old
son, Tommy, grumbled. “I’m a really good kid, Mom. Maybe I
deserve not to do laundry.”

“You’d rather I did it for you?”

“Well, yeah. Of course. Nobody wants to do chores.”

They were in Tommy’s bedroom, facing a massive pile of
laundry. Kristine had been doing her best to convince her
middle son it was time for him to learn a few life skills. As his
older brother had before him, Tommy resisted. In the end,
she’d had to threaten JJ with the loss of Xbox privileges before
he was willing to take on the task. She was hoping she
wouldn’t have to resort to anything that dire with Tommy.

“So it’s okay for me to take care of this entire house, cook
the meals and do your laundry, while you do nothing?”

Tommy grinned. “It’s your job, Mom. My job is school.
Remember how I got an A on my last math test? Being a great
student takes a lot of time.” His expression turned sly. “Which
would you rather have? Me doing my own laundry or a super-
intelligent kid who gets straight A’s?”

“It’s not an either-or proposition. You’re twelve now. It’s
time to start doing your own laundry.”

“But I already help Dad out with the yard.”



“We all do that. Look at my face. Is there anything about my
expression that makes you think I’m going to change my mind
on this? Let us remember the sad summer from two years ago
when JJ refused to do his laundry. Think about the layer of
dust on his Xbox controller and how he cried and pouted and
stomped his feet.”

“It was embarrassing for all of us.”

“Yes, it was. Now, you can either be an example to your
little brother, or you can provide me with a very humorous
story to tell everyone who’s ever met you, but at the end of the
day, you will still be doing laundry. Which is it to be?”

“Maybe I should ask Dad what he thinks.”

Kristine knew that Jaxsen would take Tommy’s side—not
out of malice, but because when it came to his kids, he was the
softest touch around.

“You could and then you would still have to face me.” She
kept her tone cheerful. “Am I wrong?”

“No.” Tommy sighed heavily. “I surrender to the
inevitable.”

“That’s my boy. I’m proud of you. Now, collect your dirty
clothes and meet me in the laundry room. You’re going to
learn how to work the washer and dryer. I have a schedule
posted. You’ll have certain days and times when you will have
the privilege of using the washer and dryer. If you use them at
other times, when they’re scheduled for JJ or when I want
them, you will not enjoy the consequences.”

“No Xbox?”

“No skateboard.”

“Mom! Not my skateboard.”

Kristine smiled. Both her mother and mother-in-law had
taught her that the key to getting kids to do what you wanted
was to find out what they wanted and use that as leverage. For
JJ it was his Xbox, for Tommy it was his skateboard and for
Grant it was being outside. She tried to use her power for
good, but she did absolutely use it.



“And on Saturday, you’ll change your sheets and wash
those,” she said happily. “It’s going to be great.”

“It’s not fair.”

“I know. Isn’t it fabulous?”

“What if I don’t care about clean sheets?”

“I think you care about clean sheets about as much as I care
about driving you into Marysville to that skate park you love.”

Tommy’s brown eyes widened in horror. “You wouldn’t not
take me, would you?”

“Of course not. Any young man of twelve years old who
has washed his own sheets deserves to be driven to a skate
park.”

“Is that blackmail?” he asked.

“I think of it as persuasion.”

“I don’t want to grow up. It’s too much work.”

“Interesting. Someone should write a book about a boy who
refuses to grow up. It sounds like a great story.”

“It’s Peter Pan.”

“Is it? Shocking!” She pointed to the pile of laundry on the
floor. “I will be giving laundry lessons in ten minutes. If
you’re not there, I will start without you. If I start without you,
I will do so with your favorite skateboard in my possession.”

“When I have kids I’m letting them do whatever they want.”

Kristine pulled her son close and kissed the top of his head
—something she wouldn’t be able to do much longer. He’d
grown at least two inches in the past year. JJ already towered
over her and he was only fourteen. In a couple of years he
would be taller than his dad. Even little Grant wasn’t so little.
When he fell asleep outside, studying the stars, she couldn’t
carry him to bed anymore. She had to call Jaxsen to hoist him
up and get him inside.

“I’m sure you will,” she said with a laugh.



“You don’t believe me.” Tommy shook his head. “You’re
wrong. I’m going to be the best parent ever.”

“Uh-huh. I’m looking forward to that first panicked phone
call.” She lowered her voice. “Mom, the baby’s crying and I
don’t know what to do.”

“I would never make that call. I’ll be at work.”

“Oh, I think you’ll be a stay-at-home dad,” she teased.

He looked horrified at the idea.

So far she’d managed to teach her boys to clean their
bathroom and help in the kitchen. She was working on getting
them to do their own laundry. But she’d been unable to
convince them that child rearing should be shared. Probably
because she’d always been a stay-at-home mom as were most
of the moms of their friends. Jaxsen was a hands-on kind of
father but he was more into taking the boys on adventures than
shopping for their school clothes or helping out with the
homework. She wasn’t setting a very feminist example.

They needed more exposure to strong women with killer
careers. Now that her cousin Sophie was back on the island,
they could all have dinner and Sophie could talk about what it
was like to run a business empire. Because sending her boys
out with life skills was one thing, but sending them out with
the belief a woman could be in charge was another.

Still, they were good kids who were kind and respectful. At
least out in public and with adults. With each other they were
wild monkeys testing her patience every single day.

“I should have had girls,” she said with a sigh.

Tommy rolled his eyes. “You would have hated girls.”

“They’re clean and pretty and they smell nice.”

“Boys do smell bad,” her son admitted. “And some girls are
really smart. But you’re stuck with us, Mom. No matter what
and you have to love us.”

“Yes, that is the rumor. All right, middle child. Laundry
room. Ten minutes or I’m taking your you-know-what for a
ride.”



“You’d fall in like ten feet.”

“No way. I could totally go twenty.”

He gave her a quick hug, then started loading the pile of
dirty clothes into the clothes basket she’d brought with her.

She left him to his work and headed for the kitchen. Dinner
was in the Crock-Pot. She’d taken care of that this morning.
She glanced at the calendar—a large, framed, wall-sized
rectangle with big squares for every day of the month and cute
pictures of cats around the outside—and saw that JJ would
finish up with baseball practice at four and Grant was at his
friend Evan’s house until four thirty. Jaxsen would pick up
both kids for her, which meant between now and dinner she
only had to fold towels, prepare her grocery list for her weekly
shopping, decide on a menu for her catering client and write
up a grocery list for that, double-check her baking supplies
because she would spend all night Thursday making cookies
for the upcoming weekend and remind Jaxsen they really had
to decide on summer camps for the boys. It was only April but
the camps filled up quickly. And speaking of April, it was
spring break in two weeks and she needed to know if he was
still going to take the boys up in the mountains because if he
was, he needed to get out the equipment and make sure
everything was still functional.

Tonight, after dinner and homework, she had to finish her
book for book club and get the May calendar put together and
order more bags for her cookies and do her March books for
her cookie sales, because she hadn’t yet and if she got too
behind, she never got caught up. And in those five seconds
between brushing her teeth and falling asleep, she would really
like to run the numbers on that little space by Island Chic that
had gone up for lease last week. Because if she could ever
catch her breath, and scrape together the cash, she wanted to
talk to Jaxsen about opening a bakery. It had never been the
right time before, but maybe now would work. The kids were
older and…

“Mom, I’m ready. I’ve sorted my clothes by colors, like you
said. But is it really a big deal if I don’t?”



“Girls,” she murmured, walking toward the laundry room.
“Girls would have been so much easier.”



Chapter Two

The Blackberry Island Inn featured comfortable beds, views
of the water and a daisy motif Sophie wasn’t sure she totally
understood. Daisies weren’t exactly a big thing on the island.
If a business wanted to appeal to tourists, then the more
blackberries, the better. Yet, there were daisies in the room,
daisies on the wallpaper and hundreds, possibly thousands, of
daisies planted along the driveway leading from the parking
lot to the main road.

As Sophie walked toward her car, she shivered in the damp,
chilly air. She’d forgotten how the island was given to real
seasons, unlike back in LA where there was nearly always
sunshine. Today there were gray skies and the choppy, black
waves of the Sound.

Under normal circumstances, and on a Monday morning,
Sophie wouldn’t have noticed any of that. Instead, she would
have been totally focused on her business and what needed to
get done that day. But—and she would never admit this to
anyone but herself—these days she was feeling a little fragile
and disoriented.

It was the fire, she told herself. Losing her business, not
having any of her employees want to move. Okay, and the loss
of CK. That reality still had the ability to bring her to her
emotional knees. And maybe the fact that she was thirty-four
years old and she wasn’t any closer to having her life together
than she had been at twenty. She was all about the work and
with CK Industries in limbo, she felt lost.

“Not after today,” she whispered as she turned right at the
end of the drive and headed toward the very small industrial
area on the island.

The real estate agent was meeting her at the warehouse at
nine. Sophie would get the key and have a look at the space
she’d leased for the next five years.



She drove past touristy shops and wineries before heading
inland. There was a small shopping center, the K through
eighth-grade school and a few medical buildings. Behind all
that were a few office buildings, a handful of small businesses
that would do everything from repair your car to clean your
carpets. At the end of the street was the large warehouse.

She parked by the front door. She was early and the place
looked closed up tight, so she walked around the outside of the
building.

There was a front office and reception area with big
windows and lots of parking for employees. The loading dock
was plenty large. Products would come in and then be shipped
out to customers. Given that this was literally the only
warehouse on the island, she figured she’d been lucky to get it.
Now she just had to make everything work.

Sophie returned to her car and waited for the agent. She sat
in the front seat, with the driver’s door open, sipping her take-
out coffee. She’d skipped breakfast at the inn, feeling too
yucky to bother eating.

A salty breeze blew in from the west, but despite the gray
skies, she didn’t think it was going to rain today. Sophie
wondered if her years in Los Angeles would make it difficult
for her to adjust to the weather, or if it would matter at all. She
assumed she would be working her usual sixteen-hour days.
As long as the roof didn’t leak, she wasn’t sure she would
even care about something as mundane as the weather.

A small SUV pulled into the parking lot. Sophie stood to
greet the real estate agent. Once the key was in her hand, she
would feel better, she told herself. She could get started on
rebuilding CK Industries and everything would be fine.

Twenty minutes, two signatures and a brief conversation
later, Sophie walked into the warehouse and waited for a sense
of relief or even elation. The space was huge—nearly double
what she’d had in Valencia. There were about a dozen offices,
plenty of bathrooms and a massive open area where she could
install miles of shelves and have the shipping center of her
dreams. It was great. It was better than great, it was…



“Awful,” Sophie whispered, turning in a circle and taking in
the emptiness around her.

She’d started CK Industries in the second bedroom of a
two-bedroom apartment she’d rented while still in college,
although the concept had been born in her freshman dorm
room. From there she’d moved to a small space in a Culver
City industrial complex. Two years after that she’d needed
more square footage. The move to Valencia had come after her
divorce and at the time, she’d felt excited—as if she were
escaping to a new life.

This relocation wasn’t that. This had been forced upon her
by bad electrical wiring. She hadn’t been prepared for the
devastation—physical and emotional—of it all and to be
honest, she wasn’t excited about the work she was going to
have to do. It was overwhelming.

She wanted to stomp her feet and demand a do-over. Or at
least a recount. But there was no one to complain to. This was
her baby and only she could make it a success.

“Lead, follow or get out of the way,” she reminded herself.
“Winners win. I am the champion. It’s up to me. I can do this.”

None of the words seemed to be getting through but at least
saying them was better than admitting defeat. She walked over
to one of the huge loading dock doors and pushed the button to
open it. Cool air blew in. Sophie lowered her backpack to the
floor, sank down to sit cross-legged and prepared to get to
work.

She needed everything. Employees, product, shelves,
shipping supplies, office supplies, office furniture and Wi-Fi.
While still in Los Angeles, she’d picked out everything she
wanted but had waited to order until she knew the size of all
the various spaces. She also had a big, fat insurance check
sitting in her bank account to pay for it all.

She got out her computer and, using her phone as a hotspot,
logged on to the local internet provider and arranged for
service. She would order everything else back in her room at
the inn. The house she’d rented wouldn’t be available until the
end of the week. Once she was settled there, she could fully



focus on the business. In a couple of months everything would
be running smoothly and it would be like the fire never
happened. Or so she hoped.

“Anybody home?”

She looked up and saw a tall, barrel-chested man walking
into the warehouse. He had gray hair and a tanned face and
wore a plaid shirt tucked into jeans. He held a folder in one
hand.

Sophie scrambled to her feet. “Can I help you?”

“Sophie Lane?”

She nodded.

“Bear Gleason.” He crossed to her and shook her hand.

She was five-five and he was at least eight inches taller. She
would guess he was in his midfifties.

“How can I help you, Mr. Gleason?” she asked, hoping he
wanted a job and that he had experience she could use.

“Bear, please. I heard you were moving your business to
town. CK Industries.”

“That’s right.”

“My wife and I lived in Eastern Washington all our lives. I
managed one of the largest fruit storage companies in the
country. When we got bought out by an international
conglomerate last year, they brought in their own people. Then
our daughter turned up pregnant with triplets and my wife
wanted to move over here to be close to the new grandkids and
help her out.”

Sophie felt a whisper of hope and anticipation. She had a
feeling it was the same sense of expectation other women got
when they heard about a designer shoe sale. Let them fight
over size whatever Jimmy Choo shoes—she just might have
found herself a warehouse manager.

“I thought I’d try retiring,” Bear continued. “That lasted two
whole months. Truth is, I’m going crazy at home. My daughter
is eight months pregnant and on bedrest. My wife is gone all



the time and I’m rattling around in our new place like a lost
puppy. I’ve done every home project I can think of and my
wife swears if I mess with her kitchen, she’ll kill me in my
sleep.”

He looked around. “I’m not sure what all you’re buying or
selling, but if it needs to be brought in, accounted for and then
shipped out to customers, I’m your man.”

He handed her a slim folder. “My résumé and references.”

Yes! Sophie did her best not to break into a happy dance.

“How’d you find out about me renting the warehouse?” she
asked.

“In a town this small, it’s all anyone’s been talking about. If
I were you, I’d get the date of your job fair circulating real
quick. Otherwise, folks are going to be drifting in at all hours.”

“Like you?”

He flashed her a grin. “Exactly like me.” The smile faded.
“I heard about the fire. You had insurance, right?”

“Making sure your paycheck is going to clear?”

“I’m sure as hell not working for free.”

“I can respect that.”

She was about to start the interview when an eighteen-
wheeler pulled into the parking lot and began backing up
toward the loading dock.

Bear looked from the truck to her warehouse. “You don’t
even have shelves yet. Or desks. Does anyone work here but
you?”

“No, but they will. Better to have product and nowhere to
put it than not.”

Bear didn’t look convinced. Still, he moved to the loading
dock door and helped guide the truck into place.

It took nearly an hour to get the order moved from the truck
to the warehouse. Sophie stopped several times to add to her



list of needed supplies. Handcarts, for one. A forklift. Gloves,
safety glasses, cones.

When the UPS guy pulled out, Bear stared at the stacked
boxes.

“Cat food. Cat litter. Cat toys.” He glared at her. “What is
this?”

“What we sell. What did you think was going on here?”

“It’s CK Industries. I didn’t know what it was.”

She grinned. “CK stands for Clandestine Kitty. I started the
business when I was in college.”

Bear looked horrified. “You sell cat stuff? You need all this
square footage to sell cat stuff?”

“You don’t like cats?”

“Not really. I’m a dog person. Damn. Clandestine Kitty. I
never would have guessed that. I hope no one from back home
ever finds out I work here.”

“Technically, I haven’t hired you yet.”

“You will. You’re not going to find anyone more qualified.
Plus, I’m local now and that helps. If there’s an emergency,
I’m six minutes away.”

He looked at the stacks of boxes, then at the warehouse.
“Stuff comes in, you repackage it and ship it out to customers.
I get it. We’re going to need shelves and a shipping station.”

“I know.”

“I’ll need you to talk me through your current workflow. It’s
probably not as efficient as it could be but we’ll start with that
and change it as we go. It would help if I could see purchase
orders for the last six months to give me an idea of space.
We’ve got to get a forklift for sure. I’ll need a computer, a
stack of purchase orders and a company credit card to get
started.”

“Still not hired.”

He sighed heavily. “Fine. What do you want to know?”



She had his résumé, which would cover the duties he’d
performed and what he’d been responsible for. What Sophie
was more interested in was who Bear was. She’d been told she
was, ah, difficult to work for. Could he handle her?

“Tell me about your best day and your worst day.”

His gaze narrowed. “You’re talking about work stuff, right?
Because if you want to discuss my feelings, we are not going
to get along at all.”

She laughed. “Bear, I swear to you I will never ask about
your feelings and I certainly won’t discuss mine. I just want to
know if you’re good at what you do and if you have a problem
working for a woman.”

“Do you bring a cat to work?”

Sophie thought about how CK had been a part of her world
for nearly eighteen years. How her soft meows and gentle
purring were as familiar as Sophie’s own heartbeat. She
remembered holding CK at the very end and how she still
couldn’t believe her sweet girl was gone.

“No,” she said quietly. “I won’t be bringing a cat to work.”

“Then I don’t care if you’re a woman or a zombie. Let’s
have an interview and get this settled. If it seems we’ll suit,
then I’ll get going on writing up a proposal on what I’m going
to need.”

“I’ve already picked out shelves and tables.”

“Uh-huh. Like I said, I’ll write up a proposal and we can go
over it together. I’ll use my home computer until you get the
new ones for the warehouse and offices. All right. Worst day.
That’s easy. Some jerkwad brought in a bunch of fruit from his
mom’s place up north of here. Brought it into the warehouse
without stopping to think it might have apple maggots. And it
did. Damn fool. Do you know what a couple dozen breeding
apple maggots can do to a warehouse full of prime quality
crop?”

Something she really didn’t want to think about. “It was
bad, huh?”



“Bad doesn’t begin to describe it. We lost millions. I’ve
always believed stupid is forever. No idea where that kid is
now but he’s sure as hell never working for me.” He thought
for a second. “Best day. If you like what you’re doing, then
they’re all good days.”

Sophie’s entrepreneurial heart gave a little ping of
happiness. “I’m going to read through your résumé and check
your references,” she said. “Want to start unloading the
boxes?”

He looked at the stacks of merchandise and sighed. “Cats. I
never would have guessed cats. Hell of a thing.”

Heather Sitterly carried two plates across the Blackberry
Island Inn dining room. As usual, there was a large breakfast
crowd, even on a Monday morning. The customers were a mix
of visitors and locals, all here for great food at reasonable
prices. The bacon and spring vegetable frittata was moving
briskly this morning.

“Here we go,” she said, setting the plates in front of an older
couple who had been at the inn all weekend. “Avocado on the
side and extra bacon for the gentleman.” She smiled. “Let me
refill your coffee cups, then I’ll check back to see how you’re
enjoying your breakfast.”

“Thank you, dear,” the woman said. She was probably in
her midsixties, with soft-looking gray hair and dark eyes. She
looked a lot like Heather’s maternal grandmother, but Heather
knew better than to say that. No one appreciated being told
they looked like a grandparent.

She smiled before quickly walking to the coffee station. She
saw the decaf pot was nearly empty, so started the brewer
going before picking up one of the regular pots and heading
back toward her tables. She filled a half-dozen cups before
returning to the older couple.

“How’s your breakfast so far?” she asked as she poured
coffee.



“Excellent as always,” the woman said, glancing at her
name tag. “Heather, is it? Are you a local?”

“Born and raised.”

“Are you in college?” the woman’s husband asked.

“I go to community college. There’s one on the mainland,
not too far from here.”

“It’s so nice there’s a bridge,” the woman added. “You don’t
have to worry about waiting for a ferry.”

“That’s true. The ferries can’t travel when the weather’s
bad, but the bridge is always open.”

The older man winked at her. “Ever dream about escaping
to somewhere?” he asked, his voice teasing. “A big city?”

Nearly every day. But Heather didn’t say that. These nice
people didn’t want to know about her personal trials and how
much she longed to be almost anywhere but here.

“Blackberry Island is such a lovely place,” she said instead,
then excused herself to attend to her other customers.

Exactly one hour and forty-seven minutes later, Heather’s
shift ended. She cashed out, pocketed her tips and picked up
the to-go box Helen, the cook at the dining room, always left
for her. As requested, Helen had scribbled Amber on the top of
the container. At first the cook had written Heather’s name, as
she was the one placing and paying for the order. But Amber
had complained about that.

“The food is for me. Why is your name on the container?
Shouldn’t it be my name?”

Heather had wanted to tell her mother that it didn’t really
matter whose name was where. Breakfast was being delivered,
free and delicious. Was the name that important? But it wasn’t
a fight worth taking on.

Heather set the take-out container in the basket on the front
of her bike, then strapped on her helmet. She had a car, but for
short trips, it was faster and cheaper to take her bike—not to
mention good exercise. As she pedaled toward the house
where she’d grown up, she planned out the rest of her day. She



would be home by nine fifteen. That gave her nearly two hours
to study for finals before she took her mother car-shopping.

Amber had been rear-ended three weeks ago at the island’s
only stoplight. Her car had been totaled and Amber had
sustained soft tissue injuries that had put her on disability.
Heather felt bad about her mother’s pain and hoped she would
heal quickly, only there was a tiny part of her—a wretched,
mean-spirited, bad part of her—that wondered if Amber had
been injured much at all. Because being on disability was a
whole lot easier than going to work.

Heather rode the last half mile to the house telling herself
not to cast judgment. It was her mother’s life—she shouldn’t
get involved. Only being involved had always been her job
and therein lay the problem.

She pulled up in front of the old rambler where she lived.
The front yard was big, with a nice lawn and wide plant beds.
Right now everything looked scraggly after the long winter,
but there were already the first green shoots from the daffodils
and tulip bulbs poking out of the dark soil. In a week or so the
flowers would make their first appearance.

The house itself needed a coat of paint, not to mention an
overhaul of the kitchen and bathrooms. But pretty much
everything was functional and that was much more important
than how things looked.

She locked up her bike on the rear porch and went in the
back door.

“It’s me,” she called.

“Heather?” Her mother’s voice was weak. “Is that you?”

“Yes, Mom. Who else would it be?”

“You never know. Someone could break in and slit my
throat. It’s happened before.”

“Not to you,” Heather said, going for cheerful because
sarcasm never worked and she really needed to get to her
studying as soon as possible. “I think we’re all pretty safe on
the island.”



“Did you bring me breakfast? I’m in so much pain and I
can’t take my pill until I eat.”

“I did.”

Heather popped the frittata onto a plate, then put it in the
microwave for a quick heat. She poured coffee before carrying
everything into the small, shabby living room where her
mother lay on the sofa.

Amber made a feeble attempt to sit up, then squeezed her
eyes shut and whimpered. Heather gently helped her raise
herself so Heather could put pillows behind her back. Once
Amber was comfortable, Heather handed her the plate and left
the coffee within reach.

“I need to go study, Mom. I have my last final tomorrow.”

“But we’re still going car-shopping later this morning,
aren’t we?”

“Yes, we are.”

Heather thought about the conversation she’d been putting
off and knew she’d run out of time. Reluctantly, she sat in the
club chair opposite the sofa.

“Mom, the insurance check was nine thousand dollars.
You’re talking about wanting to get a late-model SUV. All the
ones you’ve shown me are at least twenty thousand, even
used. Are you going to take out a loan for the rest?”

Amber, a heavyset, dark-haired woman with brown eyes,
put down her plate. “What are you saying?”

Amber was only thirty-eight, but she looked at least forty-
five. She’d been pretty when she’d been young, but whatever
good looks she’d had seemed to have faded, along with any
ambition.

“Just there’s tax and the license fee, so a twenty-thousand-
dollar car is going to end up being about twenty-three
thousand. That’s a loan for what, fourteen thousand? You
might want to put some savings toward the balance to bring
down the loan amount.”



Tears filled Amber’s eyes. “Savings? I don’t have any
savings. Barely a thousand dollars. I work at that hideous job
where they pay me nothing. With all the expenses around here,
there’s nothing left over.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I
don’t know what I’m going to do. It’s not fair. That man hit me
and totaled my car, but he gets off easy. I’m the one who’s
going to have to pay for his carelessness. I wish they’d thrown
him in jail. He deserves that. The police barely gave him a
ticket. I doubt they would have if I hadn’t insisted.”

“Mom,” Heather said gently, ignoring the knot in her
stomach. “The car?”

Her mother’s lower lip trembled. “I guess there isn’t going
to be a car for me. I’ll have to take the bus. It’s only a mile
from the bus stop to the house. Once my back heals, I should
be able to manage that.”

“You really only have a thousand dollars in savings?”

Amber stared at her. “Would I lie about that?”

Heather was pretty confident she would, but she couldn’t be
sure and with Amber’s accounts all online, there was no way
to check. As for affording a payment…

Don’t, she told herself. Just don’t even try.
“Do you have any money?” her mother asked, her voice

small. “Some you could loan me?”

And there it was. The thing Heather had been avoiding. The
question she’d known was coming from the second she’d
heard about the accident. Because the financial buck stopped
with her. She was only twenty, but she’d been supporting the
household since she was sixteen.

She thought about how she’d scrimped and saved hoping to,
one day, have enough to finally escape. She wanted to take
more than two classes each quarter at the local community
college, she wanted to have one good job, not three or four
part-time ones. And most of all—please, God—one day she
absolutely did not want to have to be responsible for her
mother.



“Loan?” she asked, unable to keep the bitterness out of her
tone.

Amber jerked as if she’d been slapped. “Why would you
say it like that? I’m your mother. I’ve taken care of you all
your life. If I hadn’t gotten pregnant, I could have gone to
college and made something of myself. I’m here for you all
the time, Heather. You’re lucky to have me.”

Which may or may not be true, but at the end of the day, her
mother never paid her back. No matter how many times she’d
“borrowed” money.

“How much do you have?” her mother asked.

Heather wanted to lie. She desperately wanted to make up a
smaller number so she could keep some of it for her future, but
she couldn’t. She didn’t have the lying gene. She’d tried, but
she always sounded funny and instantly confessed.

“Six thousand dollars.”

Amber’s eyes lit up. “That’s perfect. I’ll only have to
borrow eight thousand. That’s a very doable loan payment.”
She waved toward the bedrooms. “Study away, then we’ll go
buy me a car. I’m so excited. I hope they still have the blue
one. It’s so pretty and has really low miles.”

She wiggled in her seat as if her back pain had suddenly
disappeared.

Heather walked to her room, trying not to be angry about
the fact that her mother was going to clean out Heather’s
savings while leaving her own intact. She’d just opened her
computer to review her notes, when her phone rang. She
glanced at the screen, then smiled.

“Hey, Sophie,” she said. “How’s it going?”

“Great. I am standing in my new warehouse. It’s not perfect,
but I will make it work.”

Sophie, Amber and Kristine were cousins who had grown
up together. Amber was a few years older. Heather
remembered Sophie and Kristine babysitting her when she’d
been little.



“I still can’t believe you leased a warehouse you’ve never
seen,” Heather told her.

“I had to grab it while I could. The alternative would have
been something on the mainland and I didn’t want that.”

“When did you get here?”

“Late Saturday.”

“And you’re already at the warehouse?”

“Business first. CK Industries is about to be back up and
running. First staff and inventory, then the world. I’m off to try
to find the house I rented. I move in the end of this week.
Between now and then, I’m staying at the inn. Have dinner
with me Wednesday? It’s supposed to be some special menu.”

“Sure. I’m free. I doubt Mom’s doing anything.”

“Then let’s meet at the inn at six and take it from there.”

“We’ll see you then.”

“Looking forward to it.”

Heather hung up. Sophie was moving her successful
business to the island. Running the business meant hiring
people. Heather was going to ask if she could get a job
shipping stock or something. If she withdrew from the spring
quarter at community college, she could get her fees back.
Hopefully, Sophie would have some part-time work so
Heather didn’t have to give up her breakfast shift at the inn’s
dining room. The tips were great, and she would need them to
help replenish her savings account. Plus, hanging out with
Sophie was always fun. Sophie saw the world as a welcoming
place with a lot of opportunity. Heather wanted to be like her
one day.

Study, she told herself, returning her attention to her
computer. Then the car, then dinner later this week with
Sophie. And if she had an extra five minutes in there
somewhere, she was going to close her eyes and imagine what
her life would be like if she ever got away.



Chapter Three

While the Blackberry Island Inn restaurant offered breakfast
and lunch, it didn’t serve dinner…except on alternate
Wednesdays when the doors were opened for a traditional
fried chicken supper. Sophie had been told by the nice lady at
the front desk, and two women who had come by to “take a
look” at the warehouse, that it was a do-not-miss event.

After confirming that Amber and Heather could make it,
Sophie had made reservations for three. The restaurant didn’t
have a liquor license, so she’d swung by one of the local
tasting rooms to pick up a bottle of chardonnay and returned to
the inn in time to meet Heather and Amber in the main
reception area.

Sophie saw Heather first. The twenty-year-old held the front
door open for her mother. Sophie had heard about Amber’s car
accident, but hadn’t expected her to be using a cane or walking
so slowly.

Other than that, Amber looked much as she always did. A
little rumpled, with a disapproving expression. Her hair was a
medium brown, nearly the same shade as Kristine’s, but
without the pretty highlights. Heather was taller than all of
them, with hazel eyes, instead of the brown the cousins shared.
Sophie always figured Heather had inherited the color from
her father—a rodeo cowboy who, according to Amber, had
seduced her into a one-night stand that had left her pregnant
and with a ruined life.

On second thought, maybe she should have only invited
Heather to dinner.

The wishful thinking made her smile as she hurried forward
to greet them.

“You’re back!” Heather hugged her close. “I’m so excited to
see you and hear about the business. I can’t wait to see the
warehouse you rented. It’s so exciting.”



Amber’s hug was less enthusiastic. “I can’t believe how far
the parking is from the front door. I should have made my
doctor give me a handicapped sign so we could have parked
closer.”

“Mom, I let you off at the front door, then went and
parked.”

“Where I had to stand by myself, waiting for you.” Amber
rolled her eyes.

“You’re here now,” Sophie said, touching Amber’s arm,
knowing the best way to handle her was to defuse the situation
as quickly as possible. “Thanks for joining me for dinner.
Shall we go get our seats?”

Amber set a snail’s pace that made Sophie instantly antsy.
She distracted herself by linking arms with Heather.

“How’s school? Do you still have forty-seven jobs?”

“I took my last final yesterday. I should be able to see my
grades anytime now. I only have three jobs.”

“You’re such a hard worker,” Sophie said. “You’ve been
working since you were what, twelve? You must have a lot of
money saved. Good for you.”

Heather looked at her mother then away. Sophie felt an
instant uptick in the tension between mother and daughter and
wondered how she’d managed to step in it during the first
three minutes of the conversation.

“The warehouse is huge,” she said, hoping to change the
topic to something more neutral. Normally, she wasn’t
bothered by the emotions of those around her but lately she
was more sensitive to what everyone was feeling and that was
a serious drag.

“It’s nearly double the square footage of what I had before.
There’s less office space, but that’s okay. I don’t need that
many employees and if necessary I guess we could easily
frame in a few offices. I’ll have to see.”

“Because you’re too successful?” Amber asked, her tone
more annoyed than playful. “Poor Sophie, overwhelmed by



how glorious it all is.”

“Mom! She had to move because her business burned
down,” Heather said. “We’re glad she’s back but it’s not as if
she moved by choice.”

“I’m okay,” Sophie said brightly. “Or I will be. It is a little
hard, dealing with everything. A lot of work.”

They reached the restaurant and were quickly shown to a
table with a view of the water. A sailboat caught the wind as it
headed toward the setting sun on the horizon. The hostess
handed them a slim piece of paper.

“The menu is fairly simple,” she said, waving at Heather.
“You can order two, three or four pieces of chicken, along with
two sides each. There’s a choice of cobbler for dessert. Your
server will be by shortly to take your order and open the
wine.” She smiled. “Heather, iced tea for you?”

“Just water’s fine, Molly.”

“A friend of yours?” Sophie asked, thinking they looked to
be about the same age.

“I waitress here in the morning. They’re always busy and
the tips are great.”

Sophie wrinkled her nose. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you
worked here. I could have picked a different restaurant. You
must be tired of their food.”

“I know I am,” Amber said with a sigh. “The same thing,
every morning for breakfast.”

Heather visibly stiffened. “I didn’t know you felt that way,
Mom. I always get the special, whatever it is. I’ll stop bringing
you breakfast after my shift.”

“There’s no need to do that,” Amber told her. “I can make
do.”

Heather’s expression was unreadable. She turned to Sophie.
“Believe me, the chicken dinner is a real treat. I’ve only had it
once before and it was delicious.”



“When did you have dinner here?” Amber asked sharply. “I
didn’t know that. I never get to go anywhere.”

“You’re here now,” Sophie said quickly as she waved the
menu. “Yummy. All the sides look delicious.”

“I can’t believe they only have cobbler for dessert.” Amber
sighed. “I wanted pie.”

They were rescued by the server’s appearance. She opened
the wine and poured two glasses, then brought water for
Heather and biscuits for the table.

Sophie ordered salad, mac and cheese and two pieces of
chicken. Heather did the same, replacing the salad with baked
beans. Amber got the four-piece dinner, which seemed like a
lot but Sophie figured she would take it home for the next day.

“How are things at the warehouse?” Heather asked. “Is it
ready to go or do you have to order things like shelves and
desks and stuff?”

“It was a totally blank canvas. I’m trying to see this as an
opportunity to customize stocking and shipping the way I
want.”

An upbeat attempt to minimize the truth of feeling
overwhelmed, Sophie thought.

“Oh, I hired a guy to run the warehouse. His name is Bear
and he has a fantastic résumé. He’s a little gruff, but I think
we’ll get along. He’s already gotten me a proposal for the
shipping area. And I ordered a forklift.”

“Do you need a license to drive a forklift?” Heather asked
with a laugh. “I think I’d like to learn how to do that. Will
there be a job fair?”

“Because you need another job?” Sophie asked, her voice
teasing. “When would you find the time?”

“I’m looking to consolidate my employment portfolio.”

“You don’t need to go to a job fair,” Amber told her. “Just
tell her what you want to do.” She thought for a second. “I
think I’d like to answer the phone. That sounds easy enough.



Yes, that’s what I want.” She stared at Sophie. “Is that a
problem?”

“Mom!”

“What? Sophie doesn’t care, do you?” Amber’s gaze locked
with hers.

Sophie felt the beginnings of a headache. Being away had
allowed her to forget how draining Amber could be. “I will
need to hire a receptionist, so sure. What about you, Heather?
What’s your dream job?”

“I don’t have any office experience. Maybe something in
the warehouse or shipping. But I’m happy to go to the job
fair.”

“I’ll let you know when I’m ready to start hiring. I’m
hoping to be there in the next few days.”

By Monday for sure, she thought. Product would be piling
up by then. She’d already lost too much—she wasn’t going to
lose her business, too.

One amazing chicken dinner later, Sophie said goodbye to
Amber and Heather and started for her room. After setting the
three-quarter-full wine bottle on her dresser, she looked around
at the pretty space and knew she couldn’t possibly spend the
rest of the evening trapped here. She grabbed her car keys and
the bottle of wine and headed out.

On her way to her car, she quickly texted Kristine.

Can I stop by?

Of course. I’d love some company.

Sophie drove the short distance to her cousin’s place and
parked in front.

The two-story house looked more comfortable than elegant.
Every window was brightly lit and even from the street Sophie
could hear the boys yelling as they raced from room to room.



She could see a couple of bikes leaning against the porch
railing and two SUVs in the driveway.

Kristine and Sophie were the same age. They’d grown up in
the same small town, had gone to the same schools and yet
their lives couldn’t be more different. Kristine had married
right out of high school. She was a stay-at-home mom who
baked cookies and drove her kids to soccer practice. Sophie
had never wanted any of that. Yet, as she walked up to the
front door, she found herself wondering if maybe Kristine had
been the one to get it right.

“Hey, you,” Kristine said, opening the door and hugging
her. “What’s going on?”

Sophie held up the bottle of wine. “It’s slightly used but still
good.”

“I’m not going to say no to a glass of wine with you. Come
on in. Ignore the shrieking. Apparently, they didn’t burn off
enough energy at school. We’ll sneak downstairs because if
they find out you’re here, we’ll never get a minute alone.
Generally, they quiet down about this time, but until that
happens, pretend the noise is the soft warbling of Puget Sound
cranes.”

“Do cranes warble?”

Kristine laughed. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

They went into the finished basement. Kristine pointed to a
well-worn sofa. As Sophie took a seat, Kristine got two
wineglasses out of a built-in cabinet and joined her.

“So, what’s up?” Kristine asked. “How are you doing?”

“I’m good. Getting settled. I had dinner with Amber and
Heather tonight.”

Kristine winced. “On purpose?” She slapped her hand over
her mouth. “I can’t believe I said that and I can’t even blame
the wine. It’s just Amber is…”

“Who she’s always been,” Sophie said glumly. “She is very
much a cautionary tale. But she seemed worse than usual. And



there was definite tension between her and Heather. Is
something going on?”

Kristine picked up her wine. “I can guess. Amber’s car was
totaled in her recent car accident. Yesterday she came by and
showed me her new ride. It’s a nice, late-model Subaru that
had to cost way more than what she got for her insurance
payout.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“I doubt she makes enough to qualify for a very big car
loan, which means she had to come up with the balance
herself. You don’t actually think she has savings, do you? She
had to get the money from somewhere and I’d say Heather is
the most likely victim.”

Sophie sagged against the back of the sofa. She shifted, then
pulled out a small model car from between the cushions.

“Poor Heather,” she murmured. “Why does she stay?”

“How can she leave? Amber would never forgive her if she
tried. Plus, she’s only twenty. Amber is her mom—however
badly she behaves—and we all know Amber raised Heather to
take care of her. I’m sure Heather feels trapped and you know
Amber never lets her get her savings built up before she
‘needs’ it for something.” Kristine made air quotes. “If there
was something between mother and daughter, my guess is
Heather is pissed. As she should be.”

“Family drama. I’d forgotten this part of being home.”

“You love us,” Kristine told her. “Now, what’s really
happening at the warehouse? Are you doing okay? You’ve got
to be overwhelmed. You’re basically starting from scratch.”

“I know. I try not to think about the big picture.” She put
down her glass and turned the toy car over in her hand. “I still
can’t believe no one came with me. Not one employee wanted
to move up here.”

“That’s because they have no idea how great it is. They’re
picturing some hick backwater instead of our cool, beautiful
island.”



Sophie rolled her eyes. “Seriously? That’s your story?”

“Okay, it’s small, but Seattle is less than an hour away. It’s a
thousand times better than LA. West Coast people are snobs.”

Sophie grinned. “Is this where I remind you we live on the
West Coast?”

Kristine’s eyes widened. “Oops. I’m not good at talking
trash.”

“No, you’re not.”

Kristine waved away the comment. “Regardless, I stand by
what I said. It’s fear of small towns. I’m sure there’s a word
for it.”

Even if there was, Sophie wasn’t sure it mattered. She
couldn’t help thinking that the fact that not a single employee
had been willing to move was a message, and one she should
listen to, if only she could figure it out.

Later, she promised herself, only to have her thoughts
interrupted by a loud shriek of “Aunt Sophie’s here?” followed
by the sound of feet thundering down the stairs. Kristine’s
three boys burst into the basement and flew over to the sofa. JJ
and Tommy attacked from either side while Grant threw
himself onto her lap.

She felt a little squished, but laughed as she hugged and
tickled and felt skinny arms wrapped around her shoulders and
neck.

Technically, she wasn’t their aunt, but since she and Kristine
were cousins, and they’d been raised practically as sisters,
making her the “aunt” made things easy for everyone.

“Hey, guys,” she said when the boys were relatively calm.
“What’s going on?”

“I got an A on my spelling test,” Grant told her.

“Dad’s taking us camping for spring break,” JJ offered.
“We’re staying in a cabin. Mom doesn’t want to come with
us.”



“Three stinky boys in a small cabin?” Kristine wrinkled her
nose. “I’ll miss you all so much.”

Tommy leaned against his mother. “We don’t stink, Mom.
You have a sensitive nose.”

“That I do.”

Sophie looked at the brown-haired, brown-eyed boys. They
looked enough alike that no one would have to guess they
were brothers. If they were the same age, they could probably
pass for triplets. And each and every one of them looked very
much like their father.

“Jaxsen has some strong DNA,” she said, pushing JJ’s hair
out of his eyes.

JJ sprang to his feet. “Dad, Aunt Sophie’s talking about
sperm.”

Jaxsen sauntered down the stairs—looking as he always did,
like an athletic man in his prime. He grinned at them.
“Sophie’s a wild one.” He nodded. “Kids look good on you,
Soph. You should find yourself a man and settle down.”

“Oh, please. I’m a fantastic aunt, but that’s as far as it goes.”

“It’s great to have you back in town.”

She nodded, thinking that she’d known Jaxsen nearly as
long as she could remember. He’d been a couple of years
ahead of her and Kristine in school. In high school he’d been
the handsome, charming football player, with girls lined up
around the block. Sophie had lost her virginity to him in the
back of his car one summer night. The experience had lasted
all of two minutes and had so grossed her out that she’d not
only never told a soul, she’d also avoided boys and dating for
another three years. She looked at her cousin. Kristine was
happy—no doubt Jaxsen had improved with age and
experience.

“What’s so funny?” Kristine asked, pushing Tommy to his
feet.

“Just remembering when we were young.”



“You were young?” Grant asked, sliding to the floor where
his brother pulled him up. “Like in the olden days?”

“Very funny.” Kristine pointed to the stairs. “Say good-
night, boys.”

“Good night, boys,” JJ yelled as he led the charge up the
stairs.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Sophie told her. “They’re
exhausting.”

“So’s running a business empire.”

“Yes, but my little empire can be left alone for the night and
isn’t counting the days until it’s old enough to drive.”

Kristine threw herself back on the sofa and groaned. “JJ told
you he was doing that?”

“He thinks I should buy him a car for his sixteenth
birthday.”

Her cousin shot back up into a sitting position and stared at
her, wide-eyed. “Tell me he didn’t say that. He couldn’t have!
I’m sorry. I will so have a talk with him.”

Sophie waved away her concerns. “I took it in the spirit in
which he meant it. Wishful thinking. Don’t worry, I’m not
buying him a car.”

One of the reasons her company was so successful was she
poured every penny she could back into it. She took a decent
salary, but no one could accuse her of living large. Her car was
nearly five years old, her condo in Valencia had been a modest
two-bedroom and she’d used the second bedroom for CK to
product-test new items. She dressed casually, shopped the
sales and, except for the occasional trip back to Blackberry
Island, couldn’t remember ever taking a vacation. There were
always people coming to her for money, but she generally told
them no. Buy her nephew a car on his sixteenth birthday? Not
happening.

“Thanks for understanding,” Kristine said. “How are you
doing otherwise?”



“I’ll feel better when I’m in my rental, which will be
tomorrow. It’s furnished so all I have to do is unpack my
personal stuff. The movers are supposed to deliver all that in
the afternoon.”

“You need a cat.”

Sophie reached for her wine. “No. It’s too soon. I don’t
want a cat.”

“You need a cat.”

“Didn’t you just say that?”

“Because it’s true. You’re a cat person. You run a business
that is all about cats. Of course you’re missing CK, but you
really do need a cat in your life. Having a cat keeps you
grounded and makes you feel whole.”

An insight that would have made her uncomfortable had
anyone else uttered it, but she and Kristine were family and
had known each other all their lives. After Sophie’s mom had
died, Sophie had moved in with Kristine and her parents.

“I’m not ready.”

Kristine pulled a piece of paper out of her back pocket. “I
knew you’d say that. And you’re right. It’s way too soon. You
have to grieve and move on, but that doesn’t mean you can’t
have cats in your life.” She waved the paper. “Foster. We’re
entering kitten season and the local animal shelter needs
people to foster pregnant cats.”

Sophie took the paper and stared at the phone number.
“What does that mean? I don’t know anything about fostering
a pregnant cat. I’d freak when the babies are born.”

“It’s not that hard. They have experienced mothers giving
birth. You give the cat a place to stay while the kittens are born
and then keep them until they’re ready to be adopted. They
have to be socialized, which would be good for you. When the
kittens are old enough, off they go to find their forever family.
The same with mom. She gets spayed, then put up for adoption
and you’re officially cat-free. By the time that happens, you
might find you’re ready for a cat of your own.”



“I never thought of doing that. I’m gone a lot, so I wonder
about the socializing.”

“The kittens won’t need much until they’re three or four
weeks old. The boys will help. They’ll love it. We’ll set up a
schedule. Heather and I will stop by. I’d mention Amber only
I’m sure she’ll complain about something and kittens don’t
need the negativity. Besides, you need little cat feet and purrs
in your life, Sophie. You’re lonely.”

Sophie nodded slowly. “You’re a good mom. I’ll call them.
If I could be sure the mother cat knew what she was doing, I
think I’d be okay with this.” She waved the paper. “Thanks for
the information.”

“Something popped up on my Facebook feed and I instantly
thought of you.”

“Am I that obviously broken?”

Kristine laughed. “Yes, but you’ll heal. You’re the strongest
person I know.”

“I don’t feel strong at all. I feel like spun glass.”

“Of course you do, but that will pass and in a few weeks,
you’ll be your sassy, entrepreneurial self. Oh, Sunday morning
meet me at the park at nine.”

“What? No.” Sunday was the only day Sophie let herself
sleep in. She did things like laundry and grocery shopping.
She’d been planning on spending this Sunday settling into her
new place.

“Be there. I mean it. I’ll come drag you there if I have to.”

“I hate it when you’re bossy. What happens at the park on
Sunday morning?”

“Tai Chi.”

“Is that like yoga or is it the wavy arm thing old people do?”

“It’s breath and movement and centering yourself. I love it,
and you will, too. Besides, Dugan, the instructor, is totally hot
and I think he’s single and you need to get laid.”

“Get laid? What are we—sixteen-year-old boys?”



“I’m not wrong.”

“I don’t want a man. I’m not ready for that, either.”

“I’m not asking you to fall in love. I’m saying you need a
yummy distraction and Dugan is certainly that. Plus, I want to
hear the details. I’ve been married my entire adult life. I need
to live vicariously through someone and you’re my best
option.”

“I feel so special.”

“You should. So Sunday at nine.”

Sophie laughed. “Sure. Then I’ll take him back to my place
and make a man out of him.”

“That’s my girl.”



Chapter Four

Kristine was pretty sure she hadn’t been born organized, but
having three kids in less than five years, not to mention several
great lessons from her mother, had taught her the importance
of developing the skill. Some days were easier than others, but
on the busiest ones, a plan was required. Her challenging day
ran from Thursday afternoon until bedtime on Friday.

She started right after lunch with a trip to the big-box store
on the mainland to stock up on baking supplies. When she got
home, she checked on the stew she’d started in the Crock-Pot
right after breakfast and then put everything away. No after-
school activities were allowed on Thursday. It was home
directly after school to get homework and chores done before
dinner.

By five she had the salad made and the ingredients for
cheddar biscuits on the counter. She separated egg yolks from
egg whites and saved the former to use in a custard over the
weekend. After chopping green onions and measuring flour,
butter and shredded cheddar cheese, she checked the schedule
on the refrigerator.

“Grant,” she yelled up the stairs. “Time to make biscuits.”

All three boys appeared in the kitchen.

“Are you sure it’s his turn?” JJ asked, walking to check the
schedule himself. “He got to help last time.”

“I went last time,” Tommy said. “You went the time
before.”

“Everyone gets the same number of turns. We rotate for a
reason. Now, shoo.”

Tommy and JJ grumbled as they retreated. Grant carefully
washed his hands and stood by the stove.

“I’m ready, Mom.”



“I can see that.”

While she would love to think it was her sparkling company
that had the boys so anxious to help her in the kitchen, she
knew the real appeal lay in the professional-grade stand mixer
she’d wrestled onto the counter. She appreciated its work ethic
and reliability, but the boys loved the roar of its engine and
how it was Terminator-like in its relentless pursuit of turning
disparate ingredients into a smooth, pliable blend.

She poured water into a stainless-steel pot, then added
butter and cayenne pepper. Grant watched the mixture, stirring
it occasionally.

“There are bubbles, Mom!”

“Excellent. Is the butter melted?”

“Not yet. Almost.” He stirred a few more times. “It’s
melted!”

She took the pot off the heat and beat in flour. After
dumping the dough into the stand mixer bowl, she smiled at
Grant.

“It’s all yours, my man.”

“I got it, Mom. I got it!”

He carefully lowered the mixer and locked it into place,
then turned it on. The whole eggs were added one at a time,
then the egg whites. By the time that was done, she’d prepped
two cookie sheets and started on the boys’ lunches.

Grant left the dough to cool and raced back to his bedroom.
Tommy wandered in to set the table while JJ started watching
for his father.

The dance was a familiar one, she thought. On other nights,
when there were games and school meetings or Jaxsen had to
rush out to meet the guys on his bowling league, things were
hectic, but Thursdays were quieter. At least until dinner was
done.

“Dad’s home!” JJ yelled from the front of the house.
Seconds later she heard the front door open then bang into the



wall. Grant shrieked and ran down the stairs. Tommy finished
setting out flatware before joining his brothers.

Kristine whipped the sliced green onions and cheddar
cheese into the dough and started dropping spoonfuls onto the
cookie sheets. Jaxsen walked in, all three boys hanging on
him.

“Look what I found outside,” he said, crossing to her and
kissing her. “Can we keep them?”

“I don’t know. Do we have room?”

“We do. Oh, come on. Let me keep them. I’ll take good care
of them, I swear.”

The boys laughed uproariously as if they hadn’t heard the
joke a thousand times before. Kristine briefly thought that it
would be nice if Jaxsen was telling the truth and he really
would take care of the boys. Not that he didn’t help, but their
responsibilities were clearly defined. Jaxsen worked hard on
the state road crew and he brought in the money. Everything
else was on her. After all, she was a stay-at-home mom. What
else did she have to do with her day?

Kristine slid the cookie sheets into the oven.

“Twenty-one minutes, people. We have twenty-one
minutes.”

The boys ran out of the kitchen. Jaxsen leaned against the
counter.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Good. A couple of my crews got sent to help out with
clearing the North Cascade Highway. Should be open by mid-
May if it stays warm. Did you get by to see Sophie’s
warehouse?”

“Not yet. I know she’s really busy hiring people and getting
in shelves and stuff. I’ll get there.” She thought about what her
cousin was going through. “She’s amazing. Starting over the
way she is. I bet in a year or two, she’ll have doubled the
business.”

“I think it’s sad.”



“Why would you say that? She started with nothing and
now she has a successful company. Do you know what those
jobs are going to do for the island? Plus, she’s making it as a
woman with virtually no one helping her. She’s impressive.”

He moved close and wrapped his arms around her. “She’s
by herself. Even when she was married to Mark, she seemed
like she was by herself. Look at all the love in this house. You,
me, the boys. She goes home to nothing. I wish she’d find
somebody and quit working so hard.”

She looked into Jaxsen’s eyes. “I can’t figure out if you’re
being sweet or a total jerk.”

“I’m not saying a woman can’t be happy by herself, but it’s
better with a man.”

She raised her eyebrows and he quickly amended. “A
partner of either gender. I’m not saying she shouldn’t be a
lesbian if she wants to be. Hell, then I could watch.”

She slapped his arm and stepped away. “Do not let the boys
hear you talking like that. I mean it.”

“You know I’m kidding. I just think Sophie needs
somebody to love who loves her back. She needs somebody in
her bed.” He pulled her close again. “I couldn’t make it
without you.”

Kristine was pretty sure that was true. Jaxsen worked hard
and he was a good dad, but he wasn’t the kind of guy who did
things he didn’t like. All his “helping” with the boys was
things he enjoyed. If one of the kids turned up sick, he was
nowhere to be found. A flaw, she thought, stepping out of his
embrace, but one she could live with.

“So you’re baking tonight?”

“Is it Thursday?”

She did her best to keep her tone light. He asked the same
question two or three times every week and she couldn’t, for
the life of her, figure out why. She baked every Thursday
night. She started after dinner and worked through the night,
finishing about five Friday morning. She made cookies and
brownies, packaging them to sell over the weekend. The local



wineries were her biggest customers. In the summer they took
her entire inventory. During the off-season, she sold the extras
on Saturday mornings using a little cart she set up by the park.
Most days she sold out by noon.

“You sure you don’t want to join us for spring break?” he
asked.

“I am.”

“You’re going to miss a good time.”

Rather than say anything, she walked over to the Crock-Pot
and turned it off, then set the lid on the counter so she could
stir the stew.

“We were lucky to find a cabin we could afford,” he said.
“A tent trailer would make things easier.”

“Jaxsen!”

“Come on. The boys would love it. We’d get a lot of use out
of it.”

“We’ve talked about this. They’re expensive. We already
have enough equipment. Three tents, the ATVs, Jet Skis,
snowboards and who knows what else. The boys are fine with
what they have.”

“But—”

The timer went off. She moved to the oven and pulled out
the two cookie sheets of biscuits. The boys ran into the kitchen
and jostled for position at the sink to wash their hands. As
usual, Grant, the youngest, got stuck at the back of the line.

Jaxsen herded them over to the table while Kristine served
the stew. When they were all seated, she took a second to look
at her family. This was what she’d always wanted, she
reminded herself. She was living the dream.

By nine thirty that evening, Kristine had her fifth batch in the
oven. While the cookies baked, she stacked the cellophane
bags she used. Each one held six cookies. She had little boxes



for the brownies. They cost way more than bags, but the
presentation was great so she charged more.

Jaxsen wandered into the kitchen. “The kids are in bed,” he
said. “Sort of.”

“I’ll check on them in a second.” She eyed the timer. She
had four minutes. The next two cookie sheets were ready to
go. Then she would have exactly fourteen minutes until they
had to come out. She would start on brownies after that. She’d
perfected her recipes over the years. She knew exactly how
long everything took to bake and cool, down to the second.

He pulled her close. “Do we have time for a quickie?”

She knew what he meant. A fast, silent but satisfying
encounter in their bathroom with the goal of finishing before
one of the boys knocked on the door, interrupting them.
Tempting, but not on her current schedule.

“Was that smile a yes?” he asked, nibbling on the side of her
neck.

The timer went off.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “Next time.”

Something flashed in his eyes. It was there and gone before
she could figure out what he was thinking. But by the time
she’d pulled the cookies out of the oven, he wasn’t there to
ask.

Shortly before six the next morning, Kristine counted out
cookies and carefully placed them in decorative cellophane
bags. She’d finished the brownies a little after midnight and
had packed them up around four. She could physically bake
more brownies at a time and the market for them was smaller,
so they were more manageable. But when it came to the
cookies, she could sell double what she baked.

In the summer, when the tourists swarmed the island, she
baked all week long. She was always throwing in batches
between running the boys around and taking care of things at



home. While she could freeze her cookies, she only did that
during the super-busy times. The cookies were better fresh and
that meant something to her. During the rest of the year, she
could get by with a single night of baking. It was hard on her,
but it made for an easier week.

Oh, to have an industrial-size oven or two, she thought
wistfully. One that could bake a few dozen cookies at a time.
And a rolling tray of cooling racks. She’d researched all of it
but even if she could justify the cost—which she couldn’t—
she had nowhere to put any of it. But the idea of real ovens
was thrilling. She wouldn’t have to stay up all night baking for
the weekend customers. She wouldn’t spend every Friday
bone weary. She could—

Before her daydreams carried her too far away, she heard a
knock at the back door. Seconds later Ruth, her mother-in-law,
walked into the kitchen. She had a huge insulated tote bag in
each hand.

“Morning,” Kristine said, hurrying to help her. “That looks
heavy.”

“Quiches,” Ruth said with a smile. “The ones with ham and
bacon. The boys love them.”

“The boys love everything you make.”

Ruth was an old-school cook. She never worried about
things like saturated fat or the “light” version of anything.
She’d grown up with the idea that any recipe could be
improved or saved by the generous addition of butter.

Both quiches were still warm. Kristine shook her head.
“What time did you get up? You know you don’t have to bake
for them, Ruth. They’d be happy with scrambled eggs.”

Ruth, a sturdy woman in her late fifties, waved away the
comment. “It’s one morning a week. You stay up all night
baking. It’s the least I can do.” She glanced at the clock. “We
have a few minutes before the madness begins. Did you hear
about the Blackberry Island Bakery?”

Kristine poured Ruth a cup of coffee and joined her at the
table. Even exhausted by staying up all night, she felt a flicker



of excitement at the question.

“I saw the sign,” she admitted. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

“It could mean a lot. The location is perfect. Have you been
inside? I wonder what changes they made.”

The Blackberry Island Bakery had been a local fixture for as
long as Kristine could remember. Four years ago Yvette had
moved with her family when her husband got an incredible job
offer in Paris. The bakery had been sold to someone from
Seattle. The quality had gone downhill and the bakery had
closed within the first year. After standing empty for about the
same amount of time, it had opened again, this time as a café.
Once again, poor management and bad food had doomed the
venture. The bakery was back on the market, or at least the
building was.

“I don’t know,” Kristine said. “I heard the ovens were still
there.” Big, beautiful industrial-size ovens that could make her
dreams come true.

“You should go look.”

“No. What’s the point? I could never open a bakery. It
would be too expensive.”

“It’s a lease, not a buy. If the equipment’s there, what would
the costs be? Do you know?”

Kristine did know. She worked up a business plan nearly
every year, modifying it to reflect lease payments and various
improvements. But she wasn’t going to say that—even to
Ruth. Her dream was private.

“There might be room for you to do shipping,” her mother-
in-law said. “I know the tourists are always asking if you ship
cookies. That would be a different income stream.”

Kristine grinned. “What do you know about income
streams?”

“I’ve been doing some reading online. I might not have a
fancy education but I know things.”

From overhead came the sound of footsteps.



“Someone’s up,” Kristine said as she stood and stretched.
She put the last of the cookies in the box she used to transport
them and looked around the kitchen. It was as spotless as it
had been when she’d started. She’d washed everything and put
it all away. Ruth would get the boys off to school and Kristine
would sleep for a couple of hours before starting her day.

“Good luck with the herd,” she said as she headed for the
stairs, pausing to let all three boys barrel past her as they
yelled, “Nana! Nana! What’s for breakfast?”

She told herself she was lucky—she was surrounded by love
and support. A great husband and kids, wonderful in-laws, a
mother who offered sage advice and took the kids for two
weeks every summer. She was happy. Totally and completely
content.

As for the idea of leasing the bakery and starting her own
business—that was a silly dream she should just forget about.
What she had now was plenty.

Sophie finished up at the warehouse around five in the
afternoon. She wanted to stay longer, but the truth was she
needed to get the keys to her rental and get moved in there.
She could go back to work in the morning.

The shelving units had been delivered. Bear was getting
them put together and in place. The shipping area was also
coming along. Orders were piling up so Sophie was spending
some of her time getting the boxes filled and sent out. The
local job fair was Tuesday, and the employment agency was
working on filling the more specialized positions. Considering
she’d started with an empty warehouse less than a week ago,
things were going great. Not great like they had been, but
better than when she’d first arrived.

She drove to the real estate office, showed ID and picked up
her key. The house was in one of the central neighborhoods,
about as far from the ocean as you could get and still be on the
island. Not that Sophie cared about the view—when was she
going to be home?



She parked in front of a one-story ranch-style house. The
yard was small but in decent shape. Inside, the place was clean
but plain. The kitchen was about twenty years old, as were the
bathrooms. One of the three bedrooms had an attached three-
quarter bath, making it a master of sorts. The rooms were all
sparsely furnished.

She went out to the garage and saw that her personal
belongings had indeed been delivered. Twenty boxes were
neatly stacked. She shifted them until she found one labeled
“Linens” and opened it. The sight of her familiar sheets and
blankets comforted her.

She made her bed, hung up towels and then forced herself to
head to the grocery store. After that she would go to bed early
so she could be back at work by six the following morning.
The sooner she got CK Industries up and running, the better
she would feel. Maybe then the gnawing sense of nothing
being right would finally go away.



Chapter Five

Heather knew that one day she wanted to meet someone
special, get married and have a couple of kids. But for her,
“one day” was years in the future. She felt too young by half
and with no clear plan for her future, taking on responsibility
for another life—beyond her mother, of course—seemed
daunting. But her friend Gina had done exactly that without a
second thought. She’d gotten married out of high school to the
only guy she’d ever dated. She and Quincy had wanted kids
right away so a year after their wedding, Noah had been born.
Now the happy guy was fourteen months old and quickly
morphing from baby to toddler.

Daphne, Heather’s other close friend, had taken the college
route. She was wrapping up her sophomore year at the
University of Washington. She made it home a few weekends
a quarter and spent summers on the island.

Both of them had done something with their lives, Heather
thought as she sat across from Gina at her friend’s kitchen
table. Both of them knew what they wanted and had made it
happen. Heather, on the other hand, had little to show for the
past two-plus years of her life. She was working harder than
ever, but going nowhere. The only thing that was looking up
was her new job with Sophie.

“You have to be really upset about school,” Gina said
sympathetically. “I know you wanted to take two more classes
spring quarter.”

Heather didn’t talk about her mother with very many
people, but Gina and Daphne knew the truth.

“I’m so angry,” Heather admitted. “She always does that.
Just when I get a little bit ahead, she swoops in and takes the
money.”

“She doesn’t take it,” Gina murmured before shrugging.
“I’m just saying, Heather. You have to take responsibility for



your part in it.”

“You think I should tell her no.”

“Everyone thinks you should tell her no.” Gina’s expression
turned sympathetic. “I get that’s easy for me to say. She’s your
mom and you’ve been taking care of her all your life. Walking
away from that, from who you are, would be really hard. I just
hate to see you trapped.”

“Me, too,” Heather said, wishing there was a bright side to
her situation. “Once I get my degree, things will be different.
I’ll have options.” She managed a smile. “Plus, with you
taking a class with me in the fall, I have to go back to school
or you’ll kick my ass.”

Gina grinned. “I don’t see myself as the ass-kicking type,
but I’ll make an exception for you.” Her humor faded. “I wish
you could move out. You need to get away from her.”

“I know but it’s not that easy to do.”

“I just don’t understand her and how she treats you. It’s not
right. I’d never ask Noah to give up something for me. I want
to make his life better.”

Heather knew that Gina was trying to be supportive, but the
words weren’t helping. For as long as she could remember,
she’d been the reason Amber wasn’t happy. Her mother
always talked about everything she could have done and been,
if only she hadn’t gotten pregnant.

For a long time Heather had believed every word her
mother said. She’d grown up feeling guilty for being alive.
Over time her views had shifted and now there were days
when she knew that whatever happened, her mother would
find a way to be unhappy and blame someone else. It was
simply who Amber was. But those days didn’t come often
enough. There were times when Heather wondered if she was
ignoring the obvious—that in some ways she was just like her
mother, blaming someone else for her circumstances. Leaving
at sixteen or even eighteen had been impossible, but what
about now? She was twenty. She had a car. She could get a job



somewhere else. So why not just drive across Getaway Bridge
and keep going?

Part of the reason was she no longer had a nest egg. With
the six thousand dollars gone, she was left with whatever she
got on her next paycheck. There was also the nagging
suspicion that her mom couldn’t make it without her. Amber
didn’t pay any of the bills, didn’t buy food. If Heather left,
how would she survive? And while she could tell herself that
wasn’t her problem, she couldn’t make herself believe it.
Which meant Gina was right—she was trapped, and she
couldn’t seem to find a way out.

CK Industries was bustling. Sophie enjoyed the activity,
knowing it meant her company was getting back on its feet.
Today she was hosting a local job fair and the employment
agency was sending her candidates for a bookkeeping position
and an office manager.

She pulled Heather out of shipping to help with the
surprisingly large crowd of people who had shown up for the
10 a.m. fair. Sophie looked at the twenty-five or thirty people
in the parking lot and thought maybe she should have hired an
office manager first. Or put some thought into the job fair. She
wasn’t even sure how many people she needed and for what
positions.

Sophie yelled for Bear as she dragged a rolling dry-erase
board into the main part of the warehouse.

“How many people do you need and why?” she asked,
pulling the cap off a marker. “You said an inventory person.”

“I said inventory control. There’s a difference. We need at
least three more stockers and pickers. You know, at some point
you’re going to have to look at robots.”

“Not today.” She wrote down inventory control manager,
stockers-slash-pickers. “Do you really think we’ll find
someone who has experience with inventory control during a
job fair?”



“If we don’t, you can tell the employment agency. At least
this way, there’s no fee.”

Sophie liked the sound of that. “Okay, who else?”

“We need more people in shipping,” Heather said. “At least
two.” She hesitated. “I know I’ve only been working here a
couple of days, but I’ve kept track of how many orders I can
fulfill in a shift and even if I get faster we need two more
people.”

Sophie smiled at her. “I trust your assessment.” She added
shippers to the list.

“A janitor of some kind. You need people on the phones for
order processing.” Bear thought for a moment. “Is the person
on the phone an order taker?”

“We do all that online,” she said. “And we have customer
service. I use a call center for that so it’s taken care of. Any
problems they can’t resolve are routed to us but there aren’t
very many.”

“Still, someone needs to have the responsibility. If it’s not a
full-time job, then it needs to be lumped in with something
else.” Bear frowned. “How did you do things back in
California? Don’t you have your org chart? We can just
duplicate that.”

“I don’t have one.” She frowned at him. “I’ve been too busy
to deal with hiring people until now. I was here until ten last
night, unpacking cases of cat food. How do you think
everything gets on the shelves?”

“That’s not your job, Sophie. You’re not focused on what’s
important. Just because you can do every job doesn’t mean it’s
a good idea to spend your time that way.”

“There isn’t anyone else.”

Bear sighed loudly. “That’s what the job fair is for.”

They glared at each other.

Heather cleared her throat. “So, um, are these all the
positions that are open?”



Sophie looked at the list on the board. “For now.”

“Who’s doing the interviewing?” Heather asked.

“I am.”

Bear rolled his eyes. “Of course you’re doing it yourself.
Why ask for help when you’re so damned capable? Desks are
getting delivered later today. You can put them together and
drag them into place and while you’re at it, give the place a
new coat of paint.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Your attitude isn’t making me like
you more.”

“Good to know. I’m beginning to think you were successful
in spite of yourself and not because of any skill set you have.”

“You did not just say that.”

“I did and we both know it’s true.”

Heather took a step back. “The kids don’t like it when mom
and dad fight.”

Sophie forced a smile. “We’re not fighting. Bear’s being a
big ol’ butthead. There’s a difference.” The man clearly didn’t
understand how much work was involved with a company like
CK Industries. No one knew the business as well as she did.
No one cared as much.

Amber walked into the warehouse. “There are people
waiting out there. They’ve formed a line. I didn’t think you
expected me to wait in that.” She paused expectantly. “I’m
here.”

Sophie wished there was an alternative to hiring Amber, but
couldn’t figure out what it might be. At least her cousin was
walking a little more quickly and without help.

“Great,” she said. “You wanted to answer phones, right? So
why didn’t you show up before today?”

“You never called me and told me to start.”

“But you knew I didn’t have anyone working here. You
knew I needed help.”



Amber sighed. “Do you want me to answer phones or not?”

Sophie waved toward the offices. Amber walked into the
first one, then turned back. “There’s no desk.”

“Yes, but there’s a phone.”

As if on cue, the phone started ringing.

Sophie pointed. “That would be for you.”

“But there’s no desk. There’s no paper or pen or computer
and there’s no desk.”

The phone continued to ring. Heather jogged over and
picked it up. “CK Industries, this is Heather, can I help you?”

Amber folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not working
without a desk or supplies. It’s ridiculous. Why are you hiring
people if you’re not ready for them? This is no way to run a
business.”

Bear disappeared into his office. He returned with a chair, a
pad of paper and a pen. “Here. You’ll get a desk later.”

Heather gestured frantically for the paper and pen. “Uh-huh.
The wrong mugs. I’m sorry. Let me look into that. Do you
have your order number?”

She wrote down the information and promised that someone
would call back. When she hung up, she tried to give the
information to her mother.

“No way,” Amber told her. “I’m not dealing with a bunch of
cranky customers. I’ll answer the phones for CK Industries but
you need someone else to process complaints. That is not my
thing. Plus, I need a desk.”

“The desks are coming,” Sophie said, trying not to grit her
teeth. “Until then, can you please make do?”

Amber held up her hands. “You’re in a mood. I didn’t know
you’d be difficult to work for. I’m not sure this is going to
work out for me.”

Bear wheeled the chair into the empty office. “Please try,”
he said.



Sophie reached for the piece of paper. “I’ll find out about
the order.”

Bear snatched the information from her. “No, you’ll
interview people. I’ll find out about the order.”

“But…”

He pointed to the loading dock door where people were
waiting. “Sophie, hire some people.”

“I’m hiring, I’m hiring.”

But before she could return to the waiting applicants, a big
flatbed truck drove into the parking lot. Sophie grinned at
Bear.

“There it is, in all its glory.”

“What is it?” Amber asked.

“A forklift. I’m in love.”

Bear looked from the delivery truck to her and back. “Let
me guess. You can drive a forklift.”

“Of course. Bear, there’s no position in my company that I
can’t do.”

He returned his attention to her. “I’m sure that’s true.”

“You say that like it’s not a good thing.”

He shook his head, then pointed at the open loading dock
door. “Get me some help.”

“You’re so bossy.”

But she spoke the words with a smile. She had a new
forklift. It was going to be a good day.

Kristine drove to the private airstrip just beyond the bridge to
the mainland. Her second part-time job was catering to the
private jets that used the tiny airport. With the exception of
Bruno, there were only a handful of flights a year, but Bruno
made his way to the area at least once a month, sometimes
more often. The pilot contacted her a couple of days before



each flight, letting her know what Bruno would like to have on
board. Kristine provided the food and billed the company
leasing the jet.

She had no professional culinary training, but a friend of
hers had told her about the job a couple of years ago and
Kristine had applied. Her interview had required her to
provide lunch. She’d offered a version of high tea but instead
of smoked salmon or egg salad sandwiches, she’d made little
sandwich squares of turkey and Brie, and her mother’s famous
chicken curry. She added her blackberry brownies, a couple of
bottles of local wine and had been hired in fewer than three
bites.

Kristine wasn’t interested in catering, but the markup for the
private jet meals was 300 percent. Plus, she had an unlimited
budget on food. It was fun to head to Seattle every couple of
months and stock up on exotic ingredients to supplement what
she got locally.

Bruno Provencio was a wine distributor. He flew into the
area to make deals with winemakers. At least she thought that
was what he did. He’d been vague and she was afraid to ask
for specifics, fearing she would sound like the country—or
island—bumpkin she was. He was not much taller than she
was, but very good-looking and so well dressed. He always
had on a gorgeous suit she suspected cost more than her
mortgage and car payment combined. And he was nice.
Whenever he flew in, he always asked about her family and
complimented her on the previous meal. Yes, she was a
happily married woman, but every now and then it was fun to
hang out with a handsome man who flew in a private jet and
talked about wine and going to Italy or France the way she
talked about going to Costco.

She arrived a few minutes before the jet was due to land and
parked her SUV. The day was cloudy, but there didn’t seem to
be much energy in the clouds, so she doubted it would rain. As
she sat in the quiet of her car, she thought about what Ruth had
mentioned—the bakery space now for lease in town.

She was tempted. Leasing the old bakery would mean
having real ovens and mixers and counter space. She would



work during the day and not have to worry about where to put
the equipment when she was done. She could give up her
frantic night of baking right before the weekend. She could
start shipping her cookies and brownies. The wineries were
asking for more cookies with each order, but she was limited
by time and space. She didn’t think she could physically work
two nights in a row, and baking in her kitchen during the day
was a problem. Just getting everything set up took an hour and
then she had to clean up and get ready for dinner. A designated
location made the most sense.

She wanted to get out her business plan and run the
numbers. She knew how much she needed to get things going,
she knew what equipment she wanted. She even went online
regularly to check out used equipment for sale in the greater
Seattle area. But first she had to talk to Jaxsen about start-up
money and for that she would need to know what the lease
would cost. Assuming he let her do it.

Not let, she amended. She didn’t need his permission. She
was an adult who could do what she wanted. It was just, well,
she wanted him to be excited for her. To understand that
sometimes she needed to be more than his wife and the boys’
mom. Sometimes she just wanted to be Kristine Fielding,
business owner.

She heard the sound of an approaching jet and got out of her
SUV. From the backseat she collected a bag filled with
wrapped cookies and a tote brimming with all the ingredients
for a very fancy charcuterie and cheese plate along with an
assortment of crackers and a to-go container filled with the
chicken salad from the Blackberry Island Inn’s dining room.
Bruno never said it was his favorite, but she knew it was.

She closed the hatch of her SUV and watched the private jet
land. The sleek aircraft was much smaller than a commercial
jet. Inside there was seating for eight and a surprisingly nice
bathroom. Every touch was luxurious, especially the butter-
soft leather on the seats.

The door of the aircraft opened and Bruno stepped out. He
searched until he saw her, then smiled, waved and started in
her direction.



“Kristine. So nice to see you,” he said, reaching for her
hand, then drawing her close and lightly kissing both her
cheeks. “You’re always on time. I appreciate that.”

She started to say it was no big deal—everywhere on the
island was close and she only had to pop over the bridge to get
to the airfield—but she nodded instead. Sometimes less was
more.

“I brought you the cookies,” she said, holding out the first
bag. “Six dozen, as per your request.”

“Thank you so much.” He looked inside the bag. “My
youngest sister is getting married and she begged for the
cookies to be part of the gift bag she’s putting together as she
and her eleven closest friends head off for her bachelorette
weekend in Las Vegas.” He winced. “I can only hope they get
home in one piece.” He motioned to the airplane. “Shall we?
I’m sure you’re only stopping here for a few minutes before
heading off to take care of your… What is it you call them?”

“My fifty-thousand errands?” she asked with a laugh. “I’m
actually not scrambling today. It’s unusual.”

They walked to the plane and went up the stairs.

The interior was done in cream and a rich caramel color.
She could stand up with a couple of inches to spare. While
Bruno tucked away the cookies in a closet, she cleaned up the
dishes and food from the breakfast service, then plated the
meat and cheese, before wrapping the serving tray in plastic
and tucking it in the surprisingly large refrigerator. She
arranged sliced fruit on a second, smaller tray and put it away,
as well, then showed him the container of chicken salad.

“Don’t forget this,” she told him. “I know you love it.”

“I do. Very much.”

They were in relatively close quarters. His hair was nearly
black, his eyes only slightly darker than the leather seats. He
smelled good—some kind of expensive soap and a hint of
cologne. Bruno often mentioned one of his three sisters or his
brother or his parents, but there wasn’t ever talk of a wife or
girlfriend. She wasn’t sure what that meant. Was he



chronically single or did he not like women? Or, and this was
the most likely answer, was it none of her business?

He reached around her, his forearm brushing her side. He
picked up a coffee mug and wiggled it.

“My morning appointment isn’t for an hour,” he said lightly.
“Do you have time for a cup of coffee?”

“That would be nice,” she murmured. “Thank you.”

Although she didn’t really want coffee, she was very
interested in sitting in one of the plush seats. Just for a few
minutes. She could close her eyes and pretend her lifestyle
meant jetting wherever in amazing luxury. Oh, and it was just
no big deal at all.

She held in a laugh as she reached for the coffeepot and
poured them each a mug.

“Cream or sugar?” she asked.

“No, thank you.”

She added cream to hers, then sat across from him.

The seat was even more comfortable than she’d imagined.
There were plenty of buttons and knobs to the side. She was
careful not to touch them as she ran her fingers along the
burled walnut trim.

“How many wineries are you visiting today?” she asked.

“Just one. I have a special account that is insisting on first
chance at a new release, so here I am. I will taste the wine and
if it’s all it’s supposed to be, I will make an exclusive deal with
the winery.” He paused. “Next month I’m heading to Italy and
France for a buying trip.”

“In your private plane?” she asked before she could stop
herself.

“Yes,” he said with a chuckle. His warm gaze settled on her.
“Have you been to Europe?”

“Me? I wish, but no. Jaxsen and I talk about it but with the
three boys, there’s really no way.” Which was mostly true.
They couldn’t afford it, although she suspected even if there



was enough money, Jaxsen would much rather go river rafting
somewhere exotic or surfing in Costa Rica. He wasn’t really a
Europe kind of person.

“Maybe when they get older,” Bruno told her.

“Yes, maybe then.”

“How is Tommy doing with his new laundry duties?”

She stared at him over her mug. “How can you remember
we talked about that?” She laughed. “He’s actually doing
really well. JJ was a nightmare, but Tommy’s more of a go-
along-to-get-along kind of guy. I’m not sure how Grant is
going to react. I suppose I will be saved by the fact that if his
older brothers do it, he wants to do it, too.”

“They sound like extraordinary boys.”

“They are to me and that’s what matters, right?”

Bruno’s gaze locked with hers. The intense stare was
unexpected and a little confusing. Kristine found herself
feeling flustered and awkward, which was not a happy
combination.

“I, ah, should let you get to work,” she said as she rose and
carried her mug back to the small galley. She washed it and set
it in the dish rack. When she finished, she went down the stairs
and into the cool, cloudy morning. Bruno followed.

She faced him. “Have your people let me know the next
time you’re in town,” she said. “I’ll bake more cookies.”

He laughed. “That would be nice.”

“Enjoy Europe.”

“I will.” He paused. “You should come with me sometime.”

While she knew he was just being nice to say that, she
couldn’t help laughing at the idea. “We both know that will
never happen. My family would cease to function if I wasn’t
around.” Her running off to France and Italy in a private jet.
Sure. Why not?

She was still chuckling as she told him goodbye and
returned to her SUV. As if. Not that the jet wasn’t nice, but



honestly if she was going to throw caution to the wind and do
something totally out of character, she would much rather
open her own store and sell her cookies and brownies. She
would leave the jet-setting to the Kardashians and daydream
about rolling cooling racks and industrial-size ovens.



Chapter Six

“Get up.”

Sophie lay on her back, trying desperately to keep that
relaxed “I could so go back to sleep” feeling.

“I work hard all week,” she said, pulling up the covers and
burrowing into the warmth of her bed. She shifted the phone to
her other hand. “Sunday is the only day I sleep in. You love
me. Don’t you think I deserve to stay in bed?”

“I think you need to do something other than sleep and
work.” Kristine sounded more amused than annoyed. “You
blew me off last week. You’re not doing it again. Get your butt
out of bed, put on a pair of yoga pants and be ready in thirty
minutes. Either I show up and take you to Tai Chi or I show up
with three boys who just had way too much syrup on their
pancakes. You can breathe and relax or you can listen to their
shrill energy. It’s your call.”

“When did you get so bossy?”

“Around the time I had three kids under the age of five.”

“What was I doing?”

“Building an empire.”

“Oh, right.” Sophie sat up. “Can you at least bring me
coffee?”

“Let me guess. You haven’t unpacked your coffee maker yet
and there’s no food in the house.”

Sophie thought about all the boxes still stacked in her
garage. “I was going to do that today only now I have to go to
dumb Tai Chi. What is that anyway? Is it like yoga?”

“You asked that before. No, it’s not like yoga. It’s about
finding balance and being centered. And breathing.”

Sophie laughed. “So nothing I’m good at.”



“Exactly. And that would be the point. Tick, tick, tick.”

With that, Kristine hung up.

Sophie tossed the phone on the bed and stretched. If she was
going to exercise, there was no point in showering. She got up
and rummaged through her dresser. At least she’d managed to
unpack most of her clothes. Kitchen items had seemed less
important. She usually grabbed some kind of to-go breakfast
on the way to the warehouse. But she really did have to think
about getting more food in the house at some point. And
unpacking her coffee maker, if nothing else.

Fifteen minutes later she had on leggings, a long-sleeved T-
shirt and an oversize sweatshirt with the CK logo on the front.
She was debating looking for her coffee maker when the
doorbell rang.

“You’re early,” she told her cousin as Kristine entered the
house.

“You need time to drink this.”

Sophie took the offered insulated drink container and
smiled. “You saved me. Why are you so nice?” She took a sip,
ready for the warmth and smoothness of a perfect cup of
coffee only to feel some cold, thick, nasty ooze on her tongue.
She managed to swallow before glaring at her cousin.

“What is it? My God, that’s horrible. What is the flavor?
Nettles and brine? Jeez.”

Kristine rolled her eyes. “Seriously? It’s a vanilla protein
powder flavored with blackberries. When did you get so
dramatic?”

Protein powder? Sophie did her best not to gag. “When you
started trying to kill me. It’s not enough that you’re the perfect
mother? Now you have to be healthy, too? You’re no longer
my favorite cousin.”

Kristine raised her eyebrows. “Really? You like Amber
better than me?”

Sophie sipped more of the gross drink. “Okay, no, but if I
had a third cousin I would for sure like her better.”



“You’re lying. Now finish your drink.”

“I’d rather have coffee.”

“I’m sure that’s true. You can get coffee after class.”

“And a cinnamon roll.”

Sophie chugged the rest of her protein drink then went to
brush her teeth. Again. But there was no way she was going to
spend the morning with that disgusting taste in her mouth. She
grabbed her purse and followed Kristine outside.

“Where’s the class?” she asked.

“Down by the water.”

“It’s outside? Why?”

“Because it’s beautiful.”

“We live in the Pacific Northwest where it’s cold and rainy
eighty percent of the time. Are you telling me you do Tai Chi
outside in the cold and rain?”

“It centers the mind.”

“It also gives you pneumonia.” Sophie was liking this whole
thing less and less. “I’m taking my own car.”

“So you can leave in the middle?”

“Did I say that?”

“You didn’t have to.”

“You think you know everything.”

Kristine smiled. “That’s because I do.”

They drove to the park by the beach. Despite the early hour
and the lingering taste of the protein drink, Sophie found
herself enjoying the view along the coast. She could see the
peninsula across the Sound and a ferry making its way from
Bainbridge to Seattle. By the time they reached the park, she
was almost perky.

Sophie pulled her car in next to Kristine’s and was surprised
by the number of other vehicles there. Apparently, the crazy
was contagious. She got out and looked around, realizing it



was one of those rare clear spring mornings. The Sound was
calm, the air still. It was probably only forty-five degrees, but
still beautiful.

She took a second to look around at the lapping water, the
rise of the island to the east, the lazy circling seagulls and the
Puget Sound cranes in the distance.

“This is nice,” she said. “Very calming.”

“See.” Kristine nodded toward an approaching pickup truck.
“And it’s about to get better.”

At first Sophie had no idea what she meant until the truck
parked and the driver’s door opened. The guy who emerged
was gorgeous. Seriously. Dark blond curly hair, piercing blue
eyes and a body that was better than perfect. Sophie felt her
mouth drop open and couldn’t find it in her to care.

“Told you so,” Kristine said as she walked past her. “And
you’re welcome.”

Sophie hurried to catch up to her. “So it’s not about exercise
at all. It’s about a show. Why didn’t you say that?”

“You wouldn’t have believed me.”

“I’m a believer now, sister. I believe. What’s his name?”

Kristine sighed. “You really don’t listen to me when I talk,
do you? He’s Dugan and from what we can tell, he’s single.
Just in case that sort of thing interests you.”

“It really might.”

But as everyone lined up in rows for class to begin, she saw
she wasn’t the only one who noticed the fineness of their
instructor. In fact, everyone there was a woman and most of
them were ogling Dugan with undisguised hunger. Well,
damn. She hated being part of a crowd.

“Good morning,” Dugan said, his voice low and sexy.

“Good morning,” the women said.

He led them through several breathing exercises then moved
into what Sophie assumed was Tai Chi but honestly was just a



bunch of arm waving and awkward shifts of weight with
controlled breathing.

“We draw in the ocean,” he said, pulling his arms toward
him. “We push the ocean away.”

“Does he know the ocean does that all by itself?” Sophie
asked her cousin. “It’s called the tide.”

“Shh. Focus.”

Sophie did her best. She breathed when told, moved her
arms and tried to follow the steps. It was all just so slow and
meaningful. She could have unloaded a couple dozen boxes by
now. And used her new forklift. And checked orders and who
knew what. Slow, slow, slow.

When she felt herself getting restless, she turned her
attention back to Dugan. He sure was pretty, she thought
absently. He must work out a lot to get shoulders and arms like
that. Given the fact that the Lord gaveth and tooketh away in
equal measure, she could only assume he had the IQ of a tree
stump but that was okay. Sometimes pretty was plenty.

There was more ocean pushing and some pulling and
waving. Sophie got totally lost in the sequence and simply
stood in place. Dugan looked at her, his blue eyes locking with
hers.

She’d looked at men before. She’d been married and
everything, but there was something different about Dugan’s
gaze. Something…intense. Or compelling. Or maybe he was
nearsighted and she was blurry. Whatever the cause, she felt
the attention clear down to her toes. Heat burned through her
and she had the sudden urge to walk up to him and kiss him—
right there in Tai Chi class.

But she didn’t and he turned away and then she was
standing on the edge of the beach on a Sunday morning when
she could have been sleeping.

When the class ended, some of the women left right away
but a fair number gathered around him. He spoke to each of
them, smiling and laughing, but keeping his distance,
physically and emotionally. From what Sophie could tell, he



didn’t have anything going on with any of the ladies of
Blackberry Island. At least not with the ones who came to his
class.

Kristine waited until everyone else was gone before walking
up to Dugan.

“Good session,” she said.

“Thank you. Your form is excellent. You’ve come a long
way.”

“It’s all about focus, balance and breathing.”

“That’s right.”

Kristine motioned to Sophie. “This is my cousin.”

Dugan looked at her. “The mysterious Sophie Lane. At
last.” He held out his hand. “Kristine talks about you a lot. It’s
nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to be met.” Sophie put her hand in his and was
pleased to feel plenty of sparks. Oh, yeah, they had chemistry.
Or at least she did.

Right now her life was a mess. She was trying to get CK
Industries up and running. She was missing her cat and, while
she didn’t want to move back to LA, she didn’t feel as if
Blackberry Island was her home, either. She was tired and
overwhelmed and out of sorts, so feeling wild attraction to a
man she’d barely met was a very nice distraction.

He smiled at her. It was a good smile—no, a great one that
made her feel special.

“How’d you like the class?”

“It made absolutely no sense to me. What’s with all the
ocean pulling and pushing? Who thought up the movements
and why are they in that order? I’m not sure I need balance in
my life so much as ten employees I can trust and a better cup
of coffee in the morning. Plus, why is it so slow? I think I
could get into it if we could just move things along.”

Kristine looked horrified at her outburst but Dugan only
laughed.



“I like that you say what you think,” he told her. “You’re
wrong about most of it but it’s good to have an opinion.”

“I’m not wrong.”

“As long as you can see both sides of things.”

“Oh, I can see both sides,” she told him with a smile. “Even
when the other person is wrong.”

“And you revel in their wrongness?”

“Every second of every day.”

“So the lady likes to be right.”

“The lady does.”

His gaze settled on her face. “And in charge.”

“Asking or telling?”

“I’m not asking.”

She wasn’t exactly sure what they were talking about but
she liked the conversation.

Kristine looked between the two of them. “Okay, then. I’m
going to head home. You two have fun.”

Sophie glanced at her cousin who mouthed, “Call me later. I
mean it. Call me.”

She wanted to say there wasn’t going to be anything to talk
about but didn’t know how to say that aloud without sounding
weird.

When her cousin reached her SUV, Sophie turned back to
Dugan. “I should be going, as well.”

“How about brunch instead?”

She glanced down at her less than fashionable outfit, then at
what he was wearing. “We’re not exactly dressed for brunch.”

“Then we should do something else.”

That got her attention. She thought about asking if he meant
what she thought he meant, then decided that was just plain
dumb. Of course he did. “How many of your students have
you slept with?”



“Counting you?”

She nodded.

“One.”

While she liked the number, she wasn’t sure she believed
him. “So this isn’t how you pick up women?”

He flashed her another of those amazing smiles. “I don’t
need a gimmick, Sophie. And yes, I’m telling the truth. I have
a lot of flaws, but lying isn’t one of them.”

She moved close and put her hand on his upper arm. Yup,
he was big and strong, which she thought she might like a lot.
Then she raised herself up on tiptoe and pressed her lips to his.

His mouth was warm and firm. He let her do all the work,
which she kind of liked, as well. Her body reacted
immediately. Heat flared, desire engulfed her and she wanted
to rub herself against him in a very flagrant way.

All that without any tongue action, she thought, pulling
back.

“I’m still settling into my house so it’s a mess. I suggest we
go to your place.” Not only did she prefer to be the one who
could simply walk away, she was also testing him to make
sure there wasn’t someone waiting at home.

“Works for me,” he told her. They started toward their
vehicles.

“You’re single, right?” she asked. “Kristine said you were.”

“There’s no one in my life.”

“You prefer it that way?”

“For now.”

“You’re not going to ask if I’m single?”

He held open her car door. “I already know you are.”

“Oh.”

Was that good or creepy? Before she could decide, he
wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her against him.
Fully against him. She could feel the rock-hard muscles of his



body. He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. Really
kissed her.

He took his time, moving his lips against hers, teasing,
promising, arousing. She put her hands on his shoulders and
leaned into him. When he stroked her bottom lip she parted. At
the first brush of his tongue she began melting from the inside
out. Hunger burned hot and bright and it was only a matter of
seconds until she was breathless.

This was so much better than dating, she thought, wishing
they were already in his bed and he was inside her. Time-wise
it was so much more efficient.

They broke the kiss at the same time. He looked as aroused
as she felt.

“You have condoms?” she asked.

“Not on me.”

She laughed. “I meant at your place.”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s get going.”

Thirty minutes later Sophie was lying on her back, doing her
best to catch her breath. She’d been hoping for a semidecent,
man-induced orgasm. Dugan had more than delivered. He
obviously understood the basics of female anatomy, including
what a clitoris was for, and he hadn’t expected her to climax
after two minutes of intercourse. All excellent qualities in a
man.

“You’re judging me.” Dugan rolled on his side and placed
his very large hand on her bare belly. “I can hear it.”

“Only in a good way. I was appreciating that you wanted me
to come first.”

“It seemed polite.”

His eyes were a dark blue, with thick blond lashes. His face
was chiseled. Yup, he was pretty and built and good in bed.



“Not all guys are polite,” she told him.

“I’ve heard that. I’ve never understood why not. It’s fun to
make my partner happy.”

“I agree.”

“How is being back after all these years?”

She blinked at him. “What?”

“Back on Blackberry Island. You grew up here, moved
away, started a business and now you’re back. That has to be
good but also unsettling.”

She scrambled into a sitting position and pulled up the
sheet. “Now you’re scaring me.”

He sat up, as well, not bothering with the sheet. And while
she appreciated the view, she wasn’t going to let herself get
distracted.

“Don’t be scared.” His smile was easy. “Kristine talks about
you. It’s nice. You two have a connection.”

“We’re family.” She studied him, trying to figure out his
angle.

As if he read her mind, he grinned. “I don’t want anything,
Sophie. Don’t freak. Like I said, I’ve heard about you and I
think you’re interesting.” One eyebrow rose. “It’s nice when
the hype turns out to be true.”

Okay, she appreciated the compliment, and the sex had been
great, but still. Who was the man? She swore silently, thinking
that hey, she should have asked that question before, you
know, the deed.

“You want some breakfast?” he asked.

And there it was. The awkward “after” part. “I’m good.”
She sat up and smiled at him. “This was amazing and exactly
what I needed, but here’s the thing. I’m not really good at
relationships. I’ve been married before and it didn’t go well.
I’m into my work and even more so now because I just
relocated my company and I’m trying to get things up and
running.”



She paused, wondering if she should explain what she did or
what a relocation was, then decided it didn’t matter.

“So while what just happened was great, I’m not going to
stay for breakfast. Having said that, if you were open to this in
the future, then I’m your girl.”

Dugan’s expression was unreadable. “You’re clear on what
you want.”

“I am. It’s kind of how I do things.”

“I’m down with that.”

Down with that? Had he really said that? She held in a sigh
and got out of bed. It took her a couple of minutes to find her
clothes and pull them on. Once she was dressed, she looked
around the bedroom.

It was large, with a stunning view of Puget Sound. There
was the bed they’d just been in, a rock fireplace and, from
what she could see, a giant master bathroom.

The furniture was all high quality and oversize. This was
not some bachelor apartment, she thought, remembering
they’d had to walk a ways from the front door to the bedroom.
Not that she’d been paying much attention to her
surroundings. She’d been too busy kissing and being kissed by
Dugan.

Now, as he escorted her to the front door, she saw the rest of
the place was as nice as the bedroom. The hardwood floors
gleamed and there were views of the Sound from nearly every
room they passed. She caught a glimpse of a gourmet kitchen
with miles of counter space and a family room nearly the size
of her entire rental. Yup, this house had cost a fortune.

She glanced at him. “So do you do something other than
your Tai Chi classes on the beach?”

“I do some teaching. Life balance kind of stuff.”

She doubted that paid very well. He must come from money
or have inherited it. She thought of her ex and wondered if,
like Mark, he’d married someone successful and then had



taken her to the cleaners. Thinking that made her postorgasm
glow fade a little, so she pushed the thought away.

They paused by the front door. Dugan smiled at her. In
response she felt a distinct quiver down low in her belly. He
was just that good.

“Want my number?” he asked.

She saw her bag where she’d dropped it and dug out her
phone, then handed it to him. He entered the info.

“Want mine?” she asked.

“You call me. You’ll be more comfortable that way. Plus,
I’ll be around.” He returned her phone to her, then leaned in
and kissed her. “Thank you for a very good morning, Sophie
Lane.”

She kissed him back, liking the way she already anticipated
the pressure of his mouth on hers and how it would make her
feel.

“Thank you,” she said, staring into his eyes. God, he was
good-looking. “Oh, wait. I don’t know your last name.”

He reached behind her and opened the front door. “That’s
more of a second date kind of thing, don’t you think?”

She laughed. “I don’t know. We’ve already had sex.”

“Yeah, but that was just bodies. You’re able to disconnect
the pleasure from the person. Knowing who I am is different
and for you, it’s too soon.”

What? She blinked at him, but before she could even
formulate a question or figure out if he’d just insulted her, she
was outside on his front porch and the door was closing in her
face.

WTF? She thought about ringing the bell and telling him he
didn’t get to talk to her like that or act like that, only she
couldn’t articulate what, exactly, he’d done wrong. Or if he
was wrong about any of it.

Fine. Whatever. She’d had great sex and now she could get
on with her life. Dugan, Shmugan. She had a company to run.



Chapter Seven

Heather logged on to the community college website and
clicked to review her final grades. Even though she was sure
she’d done well on her final, she was relieved to see an A
listed next to each class. Hard work pays off, she thought as
she logged out. At least her GPA was intact. Hopefully it
would only take through the summer for her to save enough to
return to school. Depending on how things went working for
Sophie, maybe she could give up her weekend job, or even her
early shift at the Blackberry Island Inn restaurant. If she could
get by on a single job, she could muscle through three classes
a quarter, getting her that much closer to transferring to a four-
year college.

Of course before that happened, she would have to pick a
major. She was leaning toward graphic design but couldn’t get
a handle on the job market. There were lots of opportunities,
but most of them required experience. There were plenty of
internships but they were for college students. She’d thought
about majoring in marketing instead, with a minor in graphic
design, but that would add to her time at college. Right now
she wasn’t paying that much per unit but when she went to a
four-year college, the price seriously went up. Still, it would
be worth it, she told herself.

She glanced over her shoulder and made sure her door was
closed, then typed in the address for the Boise, Idaho, city
website. As always, even looking at the pictures made her
happy. She’d gone there with Gina and Daphne back in high
school and had liked everything about the town. Ever since,
she couldn’t stop thinking about what her life could be like
there.

Boise was far enough away to get her out of range of her
mother but still close enough that she could drive home in
about eight or nine hours. Doable, she thought, heading to the
Boise State University website. They offered marketing as a



degree or a minor. The graphic design program was incredible.
Maybe she could get a bachelor’s of fine arts in graphic design
with a minor in marketing. If she moved to Boise for a year,
she would qualify for in-state tuition.

She should have done it while she’d had the chance. Six
thousand dollars had been plenty. All she’d had to do was tell
her mother she was leaving and go. Only, while that sounded
so very easy, it wasn’t something she seemed able to do. And
now, with zero savings, she was starting over again.

At least she had a good job, she thought, typing in
ClandestineKitty.com. When the logo came up, she smiled.
She loved the simplicity of it, the curve of the cat’s tail and the
balance of the larger K.

Sophie had her act together, Heather thought. She would
never let someone else dictate her life. She’d created a
company from nothing and it was growing every day. Heather
should watch her more closely and figure out how she was
always so confident.

She logged out of the website and went to her favorite
graphics program, then opened the CK logo she’d scanned in a
couple of days ago. She had some ideas of different ways to
use the logo in personalized products. CK Industries had mugs
and T-shirts, but those were generic. What if a customer
wanted to combine the cute logo with, say, a picture of her
own cat?

She’d captured a couple of stock cat pictures and now
centered them on a mug. She layered the CK logo on top and
started playing with the scale of each, only to realize the
picture was too detailed to work on a mug. She pulled up her
quilt pattern program and transferred the picture and the CK
logo to that. Better, she thought happily. It would take some
modification to make it work, but there were definite
possibilities. When her cell phone rang, she didn’t bother
glancing at the screen before answering.

“Hello?”

“How’s my favorite granddaughter?”



“Grandma!” Heather saved her work, then closed the
program and turned away from the screen. “How are you?
How’s the weather? It hasn’t been too bad here. Cool but not
raining like it usually does in spring.”

“It’s perfect here. Sunny every day and it’s starting to get
hot. I’m turning into a lizard in my old age because I love the
heat. How did you do in your classes?”

Heather grinned. “I got A’s.”

“That’s my girl. I’m so proud of you. What are you taking
in the spring?”

Heather shifted in her seat. “I’m, um, not going to be taking
any classes. I want to save some money, so I’m working full-
time for Sophie.”

“But you’ve been saving money. I don’t understand.”

Heather had no idea how to explain it to her. Of all people,
her grandmother, Amber’s mother, would get the problem, but
Heather still felt that by bringing up what had happened, she
was being disloyal.

“No,” her grandmother groaned. “What did she do this
time?”

Heather sighed. “She needed the money for a down
payment on a car. Hers was totaled in the accident.”

“Let me guess. She didn’t have any savings of her own.”

Heather thought of the thousand dollars her mother had
claimed to have but didn’t touch and knew there was nothing
she could say.

“Was her car actually totaled?” her grandmother asked.

“Yes. I spoke to the insurance company myself. They sent
her a check.”

“So she had that money and your money. She must hardly
have a car payment at all. Is she still on disability?”

“You know, Grandma, you could call her and ask yourself.”



“Yes, I could, but I’d rather talk to you. I know I’ll get a
straight answer.”

“I think she’s coming off disability. She’s going to be
working for Sophie. Answering phones.”

“We’ll see how long it takes her to screw that up. Was she
even injured in the accident?” Her grandmother exhaled
sharply. “Never mind. That’s not a fair question to ask you and
I can guess the truth myself. Even if she was injured, she
milked it. We both know that. I swear, I can’t explain that girl.
I know I’m partially responsible, but for the life of me I can’t
figure out what I did wrong. At least you turned out
spectacularly.”

Despite the topic, Heather smiled. “Thanks, Grandma. I
think you’re pretty great, too.”

“You might now, but that’s about to change. I’m sorry to do
this, Heather, but I don’t feel as if I have a choice.”

Heather had no idea what she was going to say but she felt a
cold knot form in her stomach. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be
happy news.

“I’m selling the house.”

The single sentence didn’t make sense at first. Selling the…

“The house where we live?” she asked, wondering if she
sounded as stunned as she felt. “This house?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, my dear, but I have to do it.”

No! Heather managed to keep the scream inside. Sell the
house? Sell it? What would happen after that? Where would
they go? Heather had lived here all her life. Amber had, as
well. They’d both grown up here. It was home.

More than that, Heather thought, trying to keep breathing. It
was their safety net. They stayed here relatively rent-free.
They had to pay insurance and taxes and all the utilities. There
wasn’t much upkeep because Amber didn’t believe in fixing
anything, but even with that, they were paying much less than
market value. Or rather Heather was. Amber sometimes paid



for food, and she took care of her own gas and car
maintenance, but otherwise all the expenses fell to Heather.

Without the house, they had nowhere to live.

“Grandma, why?”

“I’m not getting any younger and I want the money from the
house. It is mine, after all. Not that your mother will see it that
way, I’m sure. Amber is thirty-eight years old and she’s never
once taken responsibility for any of her actions, let alone taken
care of herself. She’s always been coddled. I don’t know how
she does it—twisting everything so it’s always someone else’s
fault. She’s a professional victim and I won’t be a part of that
anymore. She did it with me, she did it with your stepfather.
He was a good man, but the second they got married, she quit
her job and planted herself on her ass and refused to do
anything. No wonder he left her. Now you’re stuck. The house
is mine and I want to sell it.”

Her voice softened. “I’m sorry to do this to you, Heather.
You’re a good girl and I love you very much. I worry about
you being trapped. You need to grow a spine and get out of
there. You have savings. Just go.”

“Had savings,” Heather whispered, wondering how she was
going to manage this. Finding a new place to live would be a
nightmare. Living on the island was cheaper than living in
Seattle, but still. Rent was going to be way more than what
they paid here.

“Right. The car. If you don’t get out of there, she’s going to
suck the life out of you. She’ll use you until her dying day.
She’s my daughter and I probably shouldn’t talk like that but
we both know it’s true. So I’m selling the house. A real estate
agent will be in touch with you to explain the process. I’m
going to have to pay to fix up the place a little. You won’t have
to move out until we close escrow, but I want you to know it’s
coming.”

Heather fought against tears as she nodded. “I understand.”
Her grandmother wasn’t wrong to want what was hers, but still
—what a mess for them.



“I’m going to call your mother now so you don’t have to be
the one to tell her. That way I’ll be the bad guy instead of you.
I hope you’ll come to see why I have to do this. I’ll talk to you
soon.”

“Bye, Grandma.”

Heather hung up and set her phone on the desk. Terror
gripped her so tightly she couldn’t breathe. They were going to
lose the house. They had nowhere else to go. She was going to
have to rent an apartment, which meant a lease in her name.
No way Amber would take on the responsibility. She would be
legally tied to the rental and to the island and her mother, very
possibly forever.

Kristine finished paying the last of the bills. After recording
the transaction numbers in the checkbook, she closed the
banking program, then opened Excel. She’d been unable to let
go of the idea of renting the old bakery space. It would be
perfect for her and she was fairly sure she could get herself up
and running well before tourist season started.

She was still working out the numbers. Once she grew a
pair and called the leasing agent about seeing the place, she
could figure out what remodeling would be required and get a
bid. With that number and the rent information, she could
finalize her business plan and figure out if she was going to
talk to Jaxsen about the opportunity.

Not that he would be excited about it, she thought sadly.
Every time she’d brought up opening a retail store rather than
working out of the house, he’d had a dozen reasons why it
wouldn’t work. The first time he’d told her the boys were too
young. The second time they’d just had to replace the roof and
that had set them back financially. Now, well, she didn’t know
what he was going to say but regardless, she was determined
to stand her ground.

Maybe.



The indecision made her want to slap herself. Either she
believed and got going or she needed to stop playing what-if.
The kids were older, the old bakery site had promise and if she
didn’t do it now, then she was never going to do it. The truth
wasn’t pleasant but liking or not liking it didn’t make it any
less real.

She heard footsteps in the hall and quickly closed Excel.
Jaxsen walked into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the
bed.

“The boys are still watching their movie,” he said, not quite
meeting her gaze as he spoke.

She held in a sigh as she wondered what was on his mind.
Did he want a newer truck? Another ATV? Not skis—it wasn’t
the season, and there was no way she was getting a Jet Ski for
Grant. He was way too young.

“The boys and I have been talking about our summer
plans,” he said. “We want to do a lot of hiking and camping.”

“That sounds like fun.”

His gaze met hers. “The boys are too big for the tent. JJ’s
taller than you and Tommy’s not much behind him.”

Her heart sank as she realized where the conversation was
going. “Jaxsen, no.”

He ignored her. “We should buy a tent trailer.”

She thought about all the sports equipment littering the side
yard and the camping equipment filling an entire bay of the
garage. “Don’t we already have enough?”

“I’d get rid of most of what we have.” His voice quickened
with excitement. “Come on, Kristine, it would be great. I
found the one I want online. It’s perfect. It has everything,
even a shower package.”

She wasn’t sure she wanted to know how much it would
cost.

“It’s for the family,” he told her. “Something we can do
together. Something the boys will remember for the rest of
their lives.”



And there it was. The guilt trip. Because any time Jaxsen
talked about something being “for the family” it usually meant
it was something for him and the boys and she should agree
because there were four of them and only one of her. When
that didn’t work, he pulled out “the boys will remember it
forever.” The fact that he’d gone there right away warned her
there was more bad news coming.

“And?” she asked.

“It’s only twenty thousand dollars.”

“Twenty thousand?” She worked hard to keep her jaw from
dropping. “Are you kidding? Where would we get that kind of
money?”

“We’d take ten thousand from the house equity line of credit
we have. We don’t owe anything on that.”

He was right about that. Seven years ago his parents had
insisted they take out a line of credit on the equity in their
house. Prices in the area were starting to rise and the older
couple had told them it was always a good idea to have a
buffer in case of an emergency. They’d followed the advice
and had had to use the line of credit twice since then. Kristine
always made sure they paid it off as quickly as possible. She
didn’t want it to be part of their regular budget. Only now
Jaxsen wanted to use it for a tent trailer.

“So you want to finance the rest of it?” she asked,
wondering how much that payment would be. Plus the line of
credit, she thought grimly. That would be a big blow to their
monthly budget. She didn’t think their cash flow could handle
that at all.

“There’s the money from your grandmother.”

At first she didn’t understand what he was saying, but as
soon as the meaning sank in, she rose to her feet and glared at
him.

“No.” Her tone was flat.

“You’re so damned unreasonable.”



“Am I? My grandmother left me that money. It’s mine and
you will not use it for a tent trailer.”

“Why not? Why are you keeping it? Why are you so
selfish? We’re married. That money should be for the family.”

This wasn’t the first fight over her inheritance and she
doubted it would be the last. From the moment they’d found
out her maternal grandmother had left her ten thousand
dollars, Jaxsen had been itching to spend it. No matter how
many times she tried to explain that it was special and she
wanted to use it for something significant, something that
would make a difference in her life, he insisted it wasn’t a her
thing, it was a them thing.

“Why does it bug you so much that I have that?” she asked.
“Why can’t I have something of my own? Why do you want to
take that from me?”

“I’m not taking it. We’re a family. We work together. But
you have to keep something all to yourself. It’s not right.”

He stood as he spoke, looking just as pissed as she felt. She
thought about pointing out that legally, the money was solely
hers. As long as she kept it in a separate account, it wasn’t
community property. Jaxsen hadn’t been happy to find that
out.

“Jaxsen, I’m not spending that money on a tent trailer. If
you want to talk about financing, then I guess we’ll have that
discussion, but I have to say, I really think it’s not something
we can afford.”

“But we can afford it, if you’ll just kick in some money.
Why is that unreasonable? I work hard and I pay for all this. I
don’t keep part of my paycheck from you, Kristine. I give
every penny of it to the family. All I’m asking is that you do
the same.”

“I do. All the profits from my business go back into the
household. And I do exactly the same when I earn a paycheck
in the summer. Every dime goes into our checking account.
You know that. Don’t pretend it’s otherwise.”



“You spend a lot of what you make from the cookies on
supplies. And you bought a new mixer last year.”

The implied accusation infuriated her. “The old one broke.
How am I supposed to make batches of cookies without a
mixer? It’s a business. Of course there are expenses.”

She shook her head. “Here’s what I don’t get. You fought
me on getting a job. You told me I needed to be here for the
boys. So I came up with something I can do from home, that
really doesn’t get in the way of anything, and now you’re
fighting me on that. At the same time you complain I’m not
bringing in any money. There’s no win for me.”

She wanted to say more but knew there was no point. She
didn’t know if he genuinely didn’t understand or if he didn’t
want to understand.

She waited to see if he would say anything else, but he only
turned away from her so she went to go check on the boys.
When they were all tucked into bed, she retreated to the
basement. The sofa there was plenty comfortable. Not that she
would sleep much. She was too upset.

Jaxsen was a great guy and a good father. He loved his
family; he was involved with the kids. He didn’t cheat and
when he hung out with his friends, it was always at one of
their houses where they might have a third round of beers and
yell at the TV during a game.

But there were sides of him she couldn’t understand. He
could be unreasonable, especially when it came to her working
and definitely about the inheritance. No matter how she tried
to get him to see her side, to bend just a little, he refused to
understand, leaving her to always compromise. She wasn’t
sure she had anything else left to offer on the subject.

As she got a pillow and blanket out of the closet in the
basement, she thought about the old bakery shop and
wondered how many blood vessels he would blow if she
wanted to talk about that. It wouldn’t be pretty. Which meant
what? That she shouldn’t try? That she should live the small
life that he’d assigned her? That wasn’t what she wanted and
in her gut, she didn’t think it was what Jaxsen wanted for her,



either. Yet, it was how he acted and she genuinely didn’t know
how to get him to change or herself to accept. Was she really
expected to pretend she didn’t want something beyond what
she had? She loved her family more than anything, but it
wasn’t enough. Not anymore.



Chapter Eight

“Sophie Lane?”

“Yes.” Sophie pressed the speaker button on her cell phone
so she could talk and continue to fill her desk with office
supplies. The office furniture had been delivered a couple of
days ago, but she hadn’t had time to settle in her office.

She’d left the largest space for a conference room. Not that
they had a conference table or even chairs, but they would
eventually. Right now meetings happened on the fly. In time
things would get more organized but until then, everyone had
to make do.

“I’m Jessica from the animal shelter. I’m calling to follow
up on your application to foster a pregnant cat.”

“Oh, right. Hi.” Sophie stopped loading pens and paper
clips and stared at her phone. “My cousin told me about your
organization.” A couple of nights ago, on a whim, Sophie had
gone online and filled out the paperwork. “I lost my cat
recently. I had CK for nearly sixteen years.” She felt her throat
tighten. “She was such a good girl and I miss her. I’m not
ready to adopt, but I wanted to do something, you know? I
need to have a cat in my life.”

“This sounds like a good way to do that,” Jessica said.

“I’ve never had a pregnant cat before. I’d want an
experienced mom who knows what she’s doing.”

“We have plenty of those to offer. You know once the
kittens are born, you keep them until they’re ready to be
adopted.”

“I can do that. I know about socializing them.”

“Good. We would love your help. It’s kitten season and we
simply don’t have room at the shelter for all the pregnant cats
that will be brought in. Are you in a house or an apartment?”



“A house. I’m renting. I cleared this with the landlord. I
have an extra bedroom.” She hesitated. “I really want to do
this.”

“Excellent. We’ll be in touch in a few days to let you know
when to expect your mama cat.”

“I look forward to it.”

When she’d hung up, Sophie thought briefly about feline
birthing and decided it was better to wait and panic in the
moment. She didn’t have a lot of free time these days to worry
about an event that wasn’t even on the calendar right now.

She finished loading her desk, confirmed her new landline
worked and debated transferring files from her laptop to her
new desktop, then decided this wasn’t the time.

She rose and walked out of her office only to almost
literally run into Dugan. He was standing in the hallway,
looking incredibly sexy in jeans and a dark blue sweater. The
fine gauge of the knit told her the sweater wasn’t cheap and
she would bet it was soft to the touch. She was just about to
reach toward him to find out when the obvious question
occurred to her.

“What are you doing here?”

He gave her a lazy grin. “Hello to you, too.”

“Hello. What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to check things out. The island is buzzing about
what you have going on here.”

She wasn’t sure what that meant. Was he curious or needy?
Because while the former was acceptable, the latter gave her
the willies, even if he did smell like sexy soap and look
dreamy enough to star in his own calendar.

“No Tai Chi this morning?” she asked.

“Only in private.”

Which was a very normal thing to say, so why did it sound
suggestive?

“You’d like a tour,” she said.



“Very much.”

“Okay, but there’s not that much to see.” She turned in a
circle then started pointing. “These are the offices. Mine, one
for an office manager, marketing, sales, the bookkeeper.”

“They’re all empty. Doesn’t a business do better when there
are employees?”

“The bookkeeper starts Monday. I haven’t hired any of the
other positions. The people the employment agency sent
weren’t right for me. Besides, the front end of the business
isn’t as important as the real work done in the warehouse.”

“But if you don’t have a sales department, then you’re not
going to have orders for the warehouse to fulfill.”

She patted his arm. “Nearly all of our business comes from
online orders through the website.”

“I get that but where are your digital advertising people?
You need to have targeted ads online. You can’t keep running
the same four ads.”

She looked at him, wondering if there was some kind of
brain behind the beautiful blue eyes. “How do you know
that?”

“I hear things.”

“Okay, I outsource a lot of the advertising. It’s cheaper and
more efficient.”

“You’re big enough to have it in-house. Then you would
have total control. Right now you’re getting more of a one-
size-fits-all approach.”

“The company I use is really good.” She had a sudden urge
to tell him not to worry his pretty head about it, which was
ridiculous and insulting to both of them. “As for a sales
manager, I have my eye on someone. I’m hoping to get her in
here for an interview in the next few weeks. Let’s go to the
real heart of the organization.”

They walked into the warehouse. There had been a delivery
that morning. Huge boxes were stacked on pallets. One of



Bear’s guys was moving things around with the forklift.
Dugan took in the rows of shelves and the large shipping area.

He pointed to a twelve-inch-by-twelve-inch sticky note on
the wall by Bear’s office. “What’s that?”

“I leave notes.”

He looked from the sticky note to her and back. “Let me
guess. You work later than everyone else and leave them
around for people to find in the morning.”

She wasn’t sure why but his comment made her feel
defensive. “I see things that need to be corrected or I offer a
suggestion for a problem. I always use the same color note so
people know it’s from me.”

“You don’t think the size is a giveaway?”

“I like to have room to say what I want to say.”

“I can see that.”

He walked toward the rows of shelves filled with products.
There were bags of litter, stacks of all kinds of cat food—
canned, freeze-dried, dry. There were snacks, toys of every
variety, beds, crates, carriers, cat trees, treats, collars, leashes
and clothes.

Dugan took it all in. She wondered what he was thinking.
This must be so different for him—not Tai Chi at all. People
hustled and things happened.

“Do you have a retail presence?” he asked.

“Some. In the chains mostly.”

“You buy existing items and rebrand them as Clandestine
Kitty.” He pointed to the canned food. “This is someone else’s
formulation.”

“Yes. We have a handful of items we’ve formulated
ourselves, but it’s prohibitively expensive. These days there
are so many high quality foods out there so I don’t see the
point in coming up with our own.”

“I agree with you on that. Some products don’t have enough
differentiation to make the research and development costs



worthwhile. But why not original toys or beds or something?”

He did not sound like a Tai Chi teacher. “Do you have a
business background?”

He shrugged. “Some. Mostly I pick up things here and
there.”

Family money, she thought. Even if he chose not to work,
he must have heard things when he was growing up. Learned
at the dinner table or maybe he went to college and studied
business.

“I’ve tried original items,” she said. “We have several
original fabrics for our cat beds. Some with the CK logo and
others that are nicer than what’s usually available at the price
point. I’d like to do more unique items but creative people are
very annoying to work with.”

“You’ll need a few things if you want to get into the pricey
boutiques. They’re not going to be interested in what you have
now.”

Something she already knew and was working toward, but
how had he figured it out? “Did you do research on my
company?”

“A little.” He grinned. “I do a mean internet search.”

So he was checking up on her. Why? To figure out how
much she was worth? What if he hadn’t inherited money?
What if he’d stolen it from unsuspecting women he slept with?

He studied her. “Whatever you’re thinking, stop.”

“How do you know I’m thinking anything?”

“You went from defensive to panicked. There’s no need.
I’m not here to hurt you, Sophie.”

“You don’t know me well enough to hurt me. Besides, I’m
perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

“I have no doubt about that.” He looked around. “You need
a marketing director. I might know someone.”

She wanted to roll her eyes. “Really? Is he a client?”



“A friend. Elliot Young. He was a senior vice president for
Procter & Gamble, so I’m guessing he knows his stuff.”

P&G? A senior VP? Suddenly, her day was looking up. “Is
he in the area?”

Dugan nodded. “He moved here about a year ago when his
mom got sick. She passed away and he decided not to go back
to what he’d been doing before. He’s been looking in Seattle,
but hasn’t found the right job. I think he would be interested.”
He lowered his voice. “Shall I give him your number?”

“And my card. I’d love to talk to him.” She thought of how
she and Dugan had met. “He’s not going to do Tai Chi in his
office, is he?”

“Probably not, but you’ll want to ask to be sure.” His lips
twitched as she spoke, as if she’d amused him.

“It’s a genuine question.”

“If you say so.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please don’t lecture me on anything
Zen, I beg you. It’s not my thing.”

“What is your thing?”

“This. CK Industries. Work.”

“What about play?”

She looked at him. “Asking or inviting?”

“Which would you prefer?”

“I’m at work now.”

“Then asking.”

She considered her answer. “I suppose the whole work/life
balance thing is important, but so is my company. I’m not
afraid to say I’m ambitious. CK Industries doubled in sales
every year for the first five years and since then our slowest
year has been ten percent growth. There are so many markets
to expand to and I’m more excited about what can happen here
than about anything else.”



His dark blue gaze seemed to be trying to stare inside her.
“What about when you go home? Don’t you want something
more?”

“You mean like a man? I don’t know. I was married. It
didn’t go well and once we were divorced, I never missed him.
I don’t want to go through that again.”

“You don’t have to be married to be a part of something.”

“You’d be amazed at how many men don’t believe that.”

“What about kids?” he asked.

“I like children very much. From a distance. I’ve never
wanted them for myself.” She waved her hand. “This is my
child. This is my legacy, and please, don’t try to tell me that I
don’t know what I’m missing.”

“Sophie, you’ve grown a successful multimillion-dollar
corporation from nothing, pretty much by yourself. You’re old
enough to know what matters. If you don’t want kids, that’s
your decision.”

“I’m wary of your acceptance. Most guys want to convince
me I won’t be fulfilled if I don’t have children.”

“I’m not out to do that. I just wonder if you’re happy.
Jumbo sticky notes aside.”

“Who’s happy? What’s happy? This is you getting Zen, isn’t
it? We talked about that.”

“We did. My bad. Okay, how about this? Meet me at my
place at seven. We’ll have dinner, then I’ll rock your world in
all the ways that matter.”

She liked the sound of that. “We’re talking sex, right?
Because I’m not super-interested in looking at your shot glass
collection.”

“I don’t have a shot glass collection and yes, sex.”

“It’s a fairly blunt invitation.”

“I thought you’d appreciate me getting right to it. Saving
time and all.”



“I do. Will you tell me your last name?”

He smiled. “After the sex. It will be something you can look
forward to.”

“I’d rather look forward to the orgasm. No offense.”

“None taken.”

By her fifth day in the warehouse at CK Industries, Heather
had been moved into inventory control where she’d learned
how to confirm that what was delivered was, in fact, what had
been ordered. She enjoyed the chance to learn something new
and found all the CK products interesting. Now, as she
reviewed the work she’d done combining the CK logo with
stock art cat photos, she wondered if there was a way to
expand what Sophie sold.

She chose an image and imported it into her quilt pattern
program. Once that was done, she blew up the picture.

There were definite issues with the transfer, she thought.
The program was very literal, overlaying a grid over the
picture and assigning each square of the grid a color value.
The size of the grid, and therefore the quilt squares, could be
large or small. The smaller the grid, the more detailed the
picture and the more complicated the quilt.

Turning something like a simple design into a quilt was
relatively easy but the more complex the original picture or
pattern, the more difficult the translation. Heather saw that she
would have to do some work on the shading to make the cat
recognizable. There was also the issue of making the quilt.
Offering custom quilts was possible but she knew the cost
would be very high and out of reach for most people. But a kit
was something different. The program she used generated a
pattern. Then it was just a matter of having the right number of
squares for the different colors of fabric to put in the kit. It
would still be pricey but not cost prohibitive.

Or so she thought. Heather didn’t have any experience in
creating quilt kits. She had used the program to make a few



patterns. She liked to quilt. It was something she and her mom
had done together, when Heather had been young. They’d
taken scrap fabrics and had created something beautiful. She
couldn’t remember when they’d stopped doing that together,
but it had been a long time ago. These days Heather didn’t
have the time to do much of anything but work. But one day,
she thought wistfully. One day she would like to have a
quilting room with cubbies filled with beautiful fabric. And a
dog. She chuckled softly, making a mental note not to mention
a dog to Sophie. She didn’t think the owner of Clandestine
Kitty would approve.



Chapter Nine

Kristine blew kisses at the retreating SUV. “Bye! I’ll miss
you.”

All three boys had their arms out the windows as they
waved at her. There was no wave from Jaxsen. They weren’t
speaking much yet. Not a surprise, given their last fight. Two
days ago he’d asked if she was ready to be done being selfish
and she’d told him he was a jerk and that had been it.

Things would be better when they got home, she told
herself. A week was a long time to be apart. They would miss
each other and that would help the situation. Not that either of
them was willing to bend on the subject, she thought as she
hurried to her own SUV and headed for the waterfront. She
wouldn’t let him spend her inheritance on a tent trailer and he
seemed unwilling to understand why she wanted to keep the
money for herself. A problem for another time, she told
herself.

She found a parking spot at the far end of the lot. Water’s
Edge Park overlooked Blackberry Bay. Dozens of boats were
moored at the marina, and even more were out on the Sound.

It was a beautiful Saturday morning and she hadn’t wanted
to miss the rush of sales that always came when the tasting
rooms opened. Normally, she would have manned the cart
herself, but she’d wanted to see the boys off, so had asked
Amber to help. She would have preferred to leave Heather in
charge, but Heather was working at the winery, so wasn’t
available.

“Finally,” Amber said when she spotted Kristine. “It’s been
really busy. You never said it would be so busy. Plus, the card
reader’s not working right.”

Kristine glanced at the little square attached to a cell phone
and saw the screen was blank. When she pushed the home
button, nothing happened. She pressed a button on the top and



the phone came to life. “Amber, the phone has to be turned
on.”

“You never said that.”

Kristine pressed her lips together, telling herself not to
engage. It wasn’t worth it. Still, she couldn’t help saying,
“With most pieces of equipment, if you want them to work,
you need to make sure they’re on.”

Amber sighed. “Am I done here?”

“You are. Thank you so much for your help.”

Amber held out her hand. “I was here two hours. But I had
to travel from my house to the cart so you should pay me for
three.”

Kristine knew that Amber had probably eaten close to an
hour’s wages in cookies, but again, not a winning topic. She
passed over forty-five dollars.

Amber stuffed the money in her jeans pocket. “You’re not
going to give me any cookies?”

“Didn’t you already eat several?”

“Fine. Keep your stupid cookies. My God, you wouldn’t
want to part with one. They’re not gold, you know.”

The rant was familiar. Kristine waited it out, knowing that
Amber would wind down eventually. Before that happened, a
car parked and two couples got out and started for the cart.

“There you are!” a woman said with a laugh. “We’ve been
looking for you all morning. Someone said you’d be by the inn
but you’re not and I told Ralph I was not leaving the island
without your cookies.”

“Here I am,” Kristine said cheerfully.

The man next to her pulled out his wallet. “I wish you’d
ship your cookies. It would make my life easier.”

“I’m working on it,” Kristine said, hoping that was the truth
and not just wishful thinking on her part.

“I’m leaving,” Amber announced.



“Thanks again.” Kristine ignored the pointed stare and
turned to her customers. “What are you in the mood for
today?”

She sold them three dozen cookies and spent the next hour
selling the rest of her stock. By eleven, the cart was empty.
She hooked it up to her SUV and towed it back to the house.
She spent an hour rearranging the freezer in the basement to
give herself maximum storage space. Ruth was going to let her
use her extra freezer, as well. Kristine planned to be at Costco
first thing in the morning to load up on ingredients. Then she
would start the great Spring Break bake-off. But first…

At exactly twelve thirty she parked in front of what had
been the Blackberry Island Bakery. The big front window was
dirty, but that was easy to fix. She liked how the space was
positioned on a relatively busy street. There was plenty of
parking and lots of foot traffic. There were two tasting rooms
across the street and a couple of breakfast places down the
block. Locationwise, it was a win for her.

A car pulled up behind her and a well-dressed woman got
out. Stacey Creasey handled most of the business leasing on
the island.

“I was surprised to get your call,” Stacey said. “Outgrowing
the cart business?”

Kristine nodded. “I sell to the tasting rooms and the
wineries already, plus the cart. It’s getting to be a little much
for my kitchen to handle.”

Stacey nodded. “I can understand that. Let’s go inside and
check things out.”

She unlocked the front door and pushed it open, then
stepped back for Kristine to go first. Kristine’s stomach
lurched, whether with excitement or terror, she couldn’t tell.
She told herself she was just looking, not buying, and to keep
an open mind, then she crossed the threshold and studied the
café.

The big front window let in a lot of light. There was a large
open area that had been filled with tables and chairs. A counter



separated the eating area from the workspace the servers had
used. Behind that was the kitchen.

Kristine glanced around and realized she wasn’t exactly sure
what she was looking for. Square footage, she supposed. Was
it enough for her purposes? Also, what renovations would she
have to make? She wanted a display case and maybe a couple
of bistro tables and chairs, but in her business model, she
wanted customers to come, make a purchase and then leave.
She didn’t need all this front-of-store space. She would need a
counter and it was possible the one in place could work, if it
was just moved closer to the window.

She headed for the kitchen. The big industrial ovens were
still in place and there were miles of counter space and lots of
storage. She would have room to do her baking and to set up a
shipping station. The previous tenant hadn’t modified the
original bakery kitchen all that much. There was a gap where
the drop-in stove had been and there was a huge refrigerator.

“Does the equipment work?” she asked Stacey.

“It’s supposed to. If you’re interested, I’ll check with the
landlord to make sure he has confirmed that.”

Kristine nodded, then got out her phone and started taking
pictures. She’d brought a measuring tape and paper to make
detailed notes. If the ovens worked, she wouldn’t have to buy
them and that would be a huge savings. She would use the
existing counters and storage and the refrigerator in place. She
would need a stove and knew about a couple of used ones for
sale in Seattle.

She saw a small office and two bathrooms in the back and
took pictures of all of them, then returned to the front of the
store. This was where most of the modifications would have to
be, she thought. Replacing the flooring, fresh paint, moving
the counter up and putting in a display case. She’d seen a
couple for sale, and would have to check them out to see if
they would work. Good-quality used was her preference. She
would be working on a shoestring budget.

“What does Jaxsen think about all this?” Stacey asked. “Is
he excited?”



The downside of island life, Kristine thought. Everyone
knew everyone else’s business. “We’re still working on the
numbers.” Which was almost the truth. She was working out
the numbers and he knew nothing about her plans. She’d
mentioned the space being available a couple of times but
doubted he’d paid enough attention to think she might be
serious.

“How much is the lease?” she asked, mentally crossing her
fingers that it wasn’t too much.

“There’s the three-year price and the five-year price,”
Stacey said, pulling a sheet of paper out of her bag and passing
it over. “You’d be responsible for your own utilities, of course.
Proof of insurance is required. The list of everything that’s
provided is there.”

Kristine thought about what else she should ask. “What
about parking?”

“You have three designated spots in the back.”

She made a note of that, then said as casually as she could,
“This would be my business. I would be the person on the
lease.”

Stacey nodded. “I assumed as much. Jaxsen’s busy with his
own career.”

So he wouldn’t have to sign the lease. That was a relief. Not
that she would have expected that in this day and age, but still.
Nice to know.

She gave the area one last look. “Thanks for showing me
this. I need to run the numbers and look at my budget. I’ll get
back to you.”

“No problem. I want to tell you there are six people
interested in the building, but you know how it is on the
island. We don’t rush into things.”

They walked outside. Kristine thanked her and retreated to
her SUV where she sat for a long time as possibilities swirled
in her head.



Could she do it? Was she willing to take the chance? She’d
always said her dream was to have a retail store and she wasn’t
going to find anything better than this on the island. The lease
payment made her swallow hard, but there was no getting
around that.

She decided she would do what she’d said. Run the
numbers. She would contact Jerry, the contractor they’d used
before, and get a bid from him. And she would do some
research on how to ship cookies and brownies. There had to be
YouTube videos along with information from the post office
on shipping rates. Once she was armed with all the
information she could make an informed decision. As for
Jaxsen and his opinion on the whole thing, well, she would
deal with that if and when she got that far. Maybe he would
surprise her. Maybe he would be excited and want to help. Or
more likely, she thought as she drove home, she was going to
test her marriage in a way it had never been tested before.

Heather stared at the balance on the cable bill and told herself
not to panic. It was always the same amount but this month it
was nearly a hundred dollars higher. She checked the previous
balance and saw that her payment had posted like it always
did, so what had happened? There hadn’t been any notice of a
rate hike—besides, they wouldn’t raise it by that much, would
they?

She clicked the button for more details and went through the
bill, page by page. On page three she saw where the extra
charges had come from. Annoyance morphed into anger as she
grabbed her laptop and walked into the living room.

It was early evening and her mother sat where she always
did, on the sofa, in front of the TV. There was an open
magazine on her lap, although her attention was on the reality
TV show playing on the screen. Because it wasn’t as if Amber
ever did anything in the evening. Not paying bills or laundry
or cleaning or anything. No, she relaxed from her hard day.
That was what she said. She needed to relax. Who cared that
her daughter was working full-time at CK and weekends at the



wineries and babysitting three or four evenings a week? Nope,
Amber didn’t worry about that at all.

“Mom, I need to talk to you,” Heather said as she muted the
television.

Her mother glared at her. “I was watching that. What can’t
wait until the commercials?”

Heather sat across from her. “I just got the cable bill.”

Her mother looked blank. “So?”

“It’s a hundred dollars more than usual. A hundred dollars,
all in pay-per-view movies. How many did you watch?”

Her mother shifted in her seat. “It wasn’t me.”

“Of course it was you. I didn’t do it. I’m working all the
time.”

“Well, what did you expect? I was on disability. I was
injured. I had to do something.” Tears filled her eyes. “I was in
so much pain. I can’t believe you begrudge me some small
comfort.”

“Mom, we have four hundred channels on our TV. We have
all the premium ones because you insist that we have them.
You couldn’t find movies to watch there? It’s a hundred
dollars. I don’t have an extra hundred dollars. First the car and
now this? I can’t do it.”

“You’re bringing up the car? Because you want me to walk
everywhere? You want me to suffer, don’t you? You like it
when I’m in pain and trapped in this house with nothing.”

Heather remembered when she’d been nearly eight and her
mother had met a man. George had been funny and sweet and
an all-around good guy. More important to her, he’d been
excited about being a stepdad. He’d wanted to do things with
her like take her horseback riding and once they went fishing.
George didn’t talk much, but he’d been a warm and
comforting presence in their lives.

But it hadn’t lasted. As soon as Amber had gotten married,
she’d quit her job. She’d stayed home doing who knew what.
George had been working and Heather had been at school.



Amber hadn’t taken care of the house or cooked meals. From
the fights Heather had overheard, he’d complained that he
hadn’t married her to take care of her while she did nothing.
She’d said he was unreasonable and mean. The relationship
had spiraled downhill from there and a year after their
wedding, George was gone.

Heather thought of him now and hoped he was happy,
wherever he was. Amber had only complained about him after
he’d left, but Heather had missed him. Now she looked at her
mother and knew nothing had changed. Her mother would
never take responsibility for anything because she believed she
was owed everything. That wasn’t news. The problem was
Heather couldn’t help believing she had to take care of her.
That without her, Amber wouldn’t make it.

The frustration of that trap and the knowledge that she had
no idea how to break free made her less cautious than usual.

“There is an entire ocean between wanting you to suffer and
asking that you respect the fact that I pay for everything in this
house. All of it falls on me. I’m twenty, Mom, and I’ve been
supporting us since I was sixteen years old.”

She realized it didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to win the
fight. “I don’t have the money,” she said wearily. “I don’t have
any savings. Not anymore.”

“You keep throwing that in my face.”

“Then why didn’t you contribute any? What about your
thousand dollars, that you still have, by the way.”

“Fine,” Amber snapped, walking over to her purse and
pulling out her wallet. “You want my money? Take it.” She
threw two twenty dollar bills on the floor. “Maybe we should
start keeping track of the food I eat. I had butter on my toast
this morning, Heather. Did you want an extra quarter for that?”

“Mom, don’t be like this. It doesn’t help. I’m trying to
explain I can’t do it all anymore.”

Her mother’s expression hardened. “Heather, you are
welcome to leave anytime you’d like. Nothing is keeping you
here.”



Heather looked at her and then at the front door. If only, she
thought. Instead she said, “I wish that were true, Mom. You
have no idea how much.”

“Here’s the relevant information,” the nice lady at the shelter
said. “The emergency vet number and the phone number to get
to one of the technicians during regular business hours. Once
the kittens are born, one of the techs will stop by to make sure
everything is all right. You’ll be bringing the whole family in,
as per the schedule. We have food and litter and a cat who has
had several litters. So an experienced mom.”

This was all Kristine’s fault, Sophie thought, trying to look
more interested than totally freaked out. Fostering as a way to
have a cat in her life without having to emotionally commit
had sounded so sensible. Easy, even. But now, when faced
with the reality of cat birth in her rental house, she wasn’t sure
she could do it. Not that she was responsible for the actual
birthing, but what if something went wrong?

“You’ll be fine,” the woman added.

Sophie nodded because curling up in a ball and keening
didn’t look good on anyone. Plus, there was another family
getting a foster cat and they were all listening attentively,
looking totally calm about the process.

“Shall we meet our mama cats?” the woman asked.

“We can’t wait,” the other foster mother said. “This is going
to be a wonderful experience for us and our children. It’s the
cycle of life.”

Which sounded so very rational and normal. Sophie was left
feeling conflicted, knowing her experience with any kind of
birthing was limited to mold growing on cheese left too long
in the refrigerator.

The shelter worker left them for a second. The other family
talked among themselves while Sophie resisted the need to
pace restlessly and/or run. But before she could bolt for the
door, the worker returned with a carrier in each hand.



“Here you go.”

She set a carrier in front of Sophie and walked to the other
family to give them theirs. Sophie looked inside and saw a
short-haired white cat with yellow eyes. Part of an ear was
missing and she had a scar on one cheek. She appeared tired
and crabby and when she looked at Sophie her expression was
both weary and hopeless.

Sophie picked up the paperwork and glanced at the cat’s
name.

“Lily?” she murmured. “Hi. I’m Sophie. You’re going to
stay with me for a while.”

She picked up the carrier and her paperwork and started for
the door. A volunteer followed her out to load food and litter
in the car. Once the doors were closed and the engine turned
on, Lily began howling at an earsplitting volume.

“I know, little girl,” Sophie said over the loud screeches.
“It’s scary to be in your carrier, and not knowing what’s going
to happen only makes it worse. But I will take good care of
you.”

Lily was unimpressed and continued to howl for the entire
thirty-minute trip back to the island and Sophie’s rental. When
she arrived, she carried in Lily first, then all the supplies. She
quickly poured fresh litter into the box she’d bought the day
before, then closed the bedroom door and opened the carrier.

Lily stayed in her carrier and hissed.

“Really?” Sophie asked, sitting cross-legged on the floor.
“What about the fact that I did all this for you?”

The bedroom wasn’t huge, but there was a big window and
lots of light—at least when it was sunny. The windowsill was
wide enough for Lily to sit on and look out. Dugan had
stopped by to help her empty the bedroom a couple of days
ago. They’d had sex, as well, but the actual purpose had been
to get the room cat-ready. After taking out the bed and dresser
and nightstands, they’d brought in a comfy club chair she’d
picked up at the Goodwill so the mama cat would have
somewhere to escape from the kittens. There was a new



scratching post, a feeding station and most important, a sturdy
box turned on its side.

She’d done some reading online, then had put in a thick
layer of newspapers, then puppy pee pads. Over that were
several blankets and old towels. She’d bought plenty of each at
the Goodwill store. Once the kittens were born, she would turn
the box upright and cut out a side so Lily could easily jump
out, while the kittens were contained.

“I have toys for you, but it’s probably too soon. Did you
notice I put the litter box in the closet? Dugan took the door
off, so it won’t accidentally close. I think you’ll like Dugan.
He’s an interesting guy. He teaches Tai Chi, which is weird, let
me tell you. He has money—that’s for sure. I think he
inherited it or something.” She lowered her voice. “Between
you and me, he’s prettier than he is smart, but he does try to
help me with the business, which I appreciate.” She thought
for a second. “Okay, not really, but I know he’s trying. He
gave me the name of a marketing guy. I’ll be meeting him this
afternoon. I’m hoping he’ll take the job.”

Lily inched out of her carrier. Sophie stayed where she was,
keeping still, knowing Lily had to make the first move.

“I’ve had a cat before,” she said. “Just so you know. CK
was a kitten when I got her.” Her throat thickened. “I loved her
a lot. She died. It was really sad.”

Lily approached cautiously and sniffed at her, then began to
explore the room.

“I got her fixed, so she never had kittens. Plus, she was an
indoor cat. So you’re going to be my first pregnant mom. I
really hope you know what you’re doing because I don’t have
a clue and I don’t mind telling you that I’m pretty nervous
about the whole thing. I’m really not very nurturing. I want to
be.” She paused. “Okay, I’m not sure I want to be but I think
the world expects me to be nurturing, because I’m a woman.”

Lily sniffed the birthing box but didn’t go in. She also
ignored the water and the litter box. After she jumped onto the
windowsill, she looked at Sophie.



“New relationships are tough,” Sophie told her. “I get that.
It’s hard to trust people. My mom always told me to be
careful, that people would break my heart, and she was right.”
She paused, not sure what else to share. “I was married before.
That didn’t go well. We met in college. We were too young
and we wanted different things.”

Mark hadn’t understood her ambition and she hadn’t been
willing to change to make him happy.

“It’s just, work is safe, you know? I love it and I’m good at
it and I never have to worry it’s going to let me down. I can
lose myself there and be happy. Dealing with people is more
complicated and I’m not good at it.”

Lily watched her unblinking. Sophie was about to approach
her when a car drove by outside. Lily dove back into her
carrier. Sophie leaned over and hooked the carrier door so it
would stay open rather than trapping Lily inside, then stood.

“I’m going to get to work. I’ll be back later to check on you.
I hope you can relax and feel safe here. I might not know
anything about cat childbirth, but I’m a pretty good cat mom
and I promise I’ll take care of you.” She paused for a second.
“I know what it’s like to be all alone, Lily. And you’re not
anymore. I’ll be here for you.”



Chapter Ten

At the office Sophie quickly got caught up on what she’d
missed while she’d been at the shelter and getting Lily settled.
Bear introduced her to a couple more people he’d hired for the
warehouse and reminded her things would go more smoothly
if she got on hiring some office staff.

“I’m interviewing someone for the head of marketing
today.”

“Great. What about an office manager?” He looked around
and lowered his voice. “And I’m not sure Amber is going to
work out on the phones. She doesn’t seem to want to answer
them.”

Sophie groaned. “I was afraid she would be difficult.” No,
she thought to herself. Not afraid—certain. But she’d been the
one to give Amber a job, so the fault was actually hers.

“Thanks for letting me know. I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“Along with the other forty-seven jobs you’re already
doing?”

Before she could decide how to answer that, a tall,
distinguished-looking man walked into the warehouse. He had
dark skin and eyes and a bit of gray at his temples. His suit
looked hand tailored and his shoes were way nicer than hers.

“I believe my two thirty has arrived,” she said.

“Try not to scare this one off.”

“I don’t do that.”

“Sure you do.”

Sophie ignored that and walked toward the suit guy. “Elliot
Young? I’m Sophie Lane.”

He held out his hand and shook hers. “Nice to meet you,
Sophie Lane.” He looked around. “So this is where the show
happens.”



There was something about his tone that made her wonder if
he was being sincere or sarcastic.

“You’ve gotten a lot done in a short period of time,” he
added.

“Everything back in California was destroyed in a fire. I
didn’t have much choice. Shall we head to my office?”

Once he was seated by her desk, she closed the door and
settled in her chair. She opened the file she’d prepared the
previous evening. She’d printed out his résumé, along with a
couple of interviews she’d found online, but before she could
start with her questions, he was already talking.

“Basically your business model is like the house brand of a
grocery store,” he said. “You buy from large manufacturers
and repackage the product to sell as your own.”

“It’s not exactly like that.” She did her best not to sound
defensive, even though she felt plenty defensive. “We sell to a
more upscale market.”

His gaze was steady. “You want to sell to an upscale market,
but you don’t actually get there, do you? Your online presence
is decent, but there are some holes in your marketing. My
guess is that you’re currently outsourcing your digital
advertising.”

Elliot put on a pair of reading glasses and pulled a pad of
paper out of his briefcase. “I took the liberty of doing some
research on your company. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.”

He read for a second before saying, “I can see what you’re
trying to do, but you’re missing the mark. You’re selling well
in the larger retailers, but you’re missing a very sizable
boutique distribution stream. You aren’t cheap enough to
compete with the house brands and not distinctive enough to
be worthy of higher prices and therefore higher margins. You
are neither fish nor fowl.”

He flipped a page. “The website works. That’s something.
But it’s lacking a point of view. You haven’t decided on your
perfect customer so you’re not selling to her.” He glanced at



her over his glasses. “You should have a marketing firm on
retainer so you’re getting constant feedback from focus
groups. What a cat mom wants for a cat bed today is not what
she’s going to want in six months. What about color
branding?”

Sophie blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Home decor is always hot but it’s especially hot right now.
Colors change. Why aren’t you selling upscale, cat-based,
home decor items in the current colors? If what you sell is
keeping up with current trends, then when the trends change, a
significant percentage of your customers will want something
new.”

He took off his glasses. “Who do you have working in
sales?”

She was still caught up in the idea of cat beds as home
decor. “I, ah, don’t have anyone right now. I’m interviewing a
couple of people and a dream candidate. Maggie Heredia. I’m
working on setting up an interview with her.”

Elliot’s expression turned pitying. “You might want a
backup candidate.” He motioned his hand to the empty offices.
“I’m not sure this is her style.”

Sophie bristled. “It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

“It could be.” He glanced around. “With some work.”

“You know there was a fire, right? The business burned to
the ground. Literally. No one who worked for me there wanted
to move up here so I came by myself. The company hasn’t
even been up and running on the island a month. If you ask
me, this is pretty damn close to a miracle.”

“You’re defensive.” Elliot sounded more intrigued than
judgmental. “I wouldn’t have expected that. Any other
questions you want to ask me?”

“What?”

“For the interview. What did you want to ask me?” He
nodded at the folder in front of her. “You have my résumé.



Here are some additional references.” He passed her a sheet of
paper.

She glanced at the names and saw there were three CEOs of
Fortune 500 companies.

“You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” she asked, knowing
he wasn’t.

Elliot only smiled.

She thought about all he’d said and how he was right about
all of it and how no matter how many hours she worked, she
never got caught up. She could do it all, but she couldn’t do it
on time. Or even close to on time.

“I’d like to offer you the job.”

“Excellent. Put together a package for me by tomorrow. In
the meantime, I’ll get started.” He looked around at all the
empty offices. “I assume I can take my pick of them?”

“Whatever makes you happy.”

“I’ll check them out. I’ll also want to hire my own staff.”

“You want staff?”

He thought for a moment. “Two people to start with. It may
take me a while to find the right people but once I have my
team together, we are going to dazzle you.”

She was more caught up in the word team.

“You do know this is a relatively small company, don’t you?
Do you really need a team?”

His gaze was steady. “Do you want to do my job, or do you
want me to do my job?”

“Do I have to pick?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

“Fine. You do your job.”

He smiled. “It’s probably for the best.”



“We could have gotten takeout,” Sophie said conversationally
as she sat at the kitchen table in her rental.

“I knew you’d be tired of takeout.”

“While that’s really thoughtful, aren’t you tired of
cooking?”

Kristine shook her head. “I’ve been on my own for a week.
I haven’t done any cooking for myself.” She’d baked plenty of
cookies and brownies, but that was different.

She watched the salmon as it sizzled in the frying pan. Less
than a minute, she thought, watching the color change on the
side of the piece of fish. She turned up the burner under the
pot of water she’d brought to a boil before starting the fish,
then dropped in the fresh angel-hair pasta she had ready. After
giving it a quick stir, she flipped the fish so the skin side was
up, stirred the pasta again and looked at her cousin.

“You could pour the wine.”

“Is that polite speak for make myself useful?”

“It is. Plus, I’ll be leaving you with the mess.”

“That’s more than fair.”

Kristine turned off the heat under the salmon about thirty
seconds before the fish was done. She quickly drained the
pasta then put it in a preheated frying pan and poured in the
pesto sauce she’d made that afternoon. After setting the pan on
a burner, she plated the fish, added a sprig of fresh dill and put
the plates on the table. She returned to the stove, swirled the
pasta a couple of times, then poured it into a serving bowl
she’d brought with her and carried that over, as well.

They sat across from each other. Sophie raised her glass.

“Inviting you over for dinner was the best decision I made
today.”

Kristine laughed. “I feel the same way. Plus, I appreciate the
chance to have pesto. The kids hate it and Jaxsen doesn’t care
one way or the other, so I never get to have it.”



Sophie twirled pasta on her fork and took a bite. Her eyes
sank closed. “You are the most amazing cook.”

“Thank you. Try the fish. It’s amazing, too.”

“Modest much?”

“I know how to pan-fry salmon. I get to be proud of what I
do well.”

“You’re right. Sorry.”

There was a meow from the hallway. A very pregnant white
cat walked into the kitchen. She sniffed the air and meowed
again.

“Someone else appreciates your cooking,” Sophie said,
getting up and pulling a small plate from the cupboard.

“Lily,” Kristine said quietly. “Look at you. You left your
carrier.”

“She’s getting more comfortable in the house. She’s not
exactly friendly, but she’s not hissing anymore.” Sophie put a
small amount of salmon on the plate, then set it on the floor.

“She’s huge,” Kristine said. “The kittens can’t be that far
off.”

“I know and it completely freaks me out. I’m not ready.”

“What do you have to do?”

“I don’t know. Possibly nothing but what if there’s
something? What if she has expectations?”

“She won’t let you pet her. How could she have
expectations?”

Lily finished the salmon. She began licking her lips and
then slowly rubbed against Sophie’s legs. The sound of an
impressive purr filled the kitchen.

“Look at that,” Kristine said, watching the cat. “You’ve won
her over with Coho salmon. She can be bought.”

Sophie lightly stroked the cat. Lily rubbed against her
fingers. “I like that in a cat.”



They finished dinner then took the wine bottle to the living
room where they relaxed on the sofa.

“Are you taking any time off?” Kristine asked, studying the
shadows under Sophie’s eyes. “You look tired.”

“I’m working a lot but it’s a short-term problem. Once
things are up and running smoothly, I can relax.”

“Sweetie, I’ve known you all my life and I’ve never
described you as relaxed.”

“Fine. I’ll go from working seven days a week to six days a
week.”

Kristine thought about mentioning that she sounded like
Heather, but that would lead to a discussion on Amber and
why do that? Then she scolded herself for not being a good
cousin.

“You’ve gotten your business together so quickly,” Kristine
said instead. “It’s impressive.”

“Thanks. I had good insurance and that helped. At least I’m
not cash-strapped.”

Lily joined them. She jumped into one of the chairs and
began grooming. Kristine looked around the room.

“The rental is really nice. How long do you think you’ll stay
here?”

“I have no idea. At some point I’ll want to buy something,
but I’m in no rush.”

Buy something? Kristine tried to wrap her mind around that.

“What?” Sophie asked. “You look shocked.”

“No. More startled. You’re just going to buy a house or
condo or something.”

“Yes. Why not? I had a condo I owned back in Valencia.”

“It’s just that you’re so casual about buying a place to live
in by yourself.”

Sophie laughed. “I’m not waiting for a man, if that’s what
you’re asking. I’m not like you, Kristine. You know that. I



love CK Industries and that’s plenty for me.”

“So Dugan’s not…”

Sophie held out her hands in the shape of a T. “Time-out.
I’ve known Dugan what, three weeks? He isn’t a part of any
decisions I’m making.”

“But you’re sleeping with him.”

“So? Sex isn’t a relationship.”

“You don’t think of yourself as being in a relationship?”

“God, no. I mean he’s great. Funny and sexy.” She frowned.
“How much did you two talk about me?”

“Some.” Kristine grinned. “I said only good things. When
he seemed intrigued, I told him more. Why?”

“You were matchmaking.”

“A little, which is why I want it to be more than just sex.”

“Not everyone wants to fall in love and get married.”

Kristine thought about pointing out that was exactly what
Sophie had done once before, only the marriage had never
been a happy one. Mark hadn’t been right for her, but Kristine
couldn’t help thinking Dugan had a better chance of winning
her heart.

“You need someone, Soph. I worry about you being alone.”

“I like being alone.”

“You’re scared.”

“You’re annoying.”

They both laughed.

Sophie picked up her wine. “So what did you do this week?
You had the whole house to yourself and speaking of people
being unable to relax, did you even try?”

“Sure.”

Sophie snorted. “Want to try that again?”



“I baked a lot, I had the carpets cleaned and the gutters
blown out and my car detailed and I did a little spring cleaning
myself.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “I love you and admire you and I
could never be you. You’re so perfect.”

Kristine loved her saying that but it wasn’t true. “I’m just as
flawed as everyone else.”

Sophie shook her head. “No way. You’re a great mother and
a wonderful wife and you can cook. You were even like this
when we were younger. You followed the rules and rarely
made trouble.” She finished her glass of wine with a big gulp.
“My God, you wanted to save yourself for a man you loved
and I gave up my virginity to the first guy who would have it
after I got tired of my mom assuming I was already having
sex.”

Kristine felt her mouth drop open. “You didn’t do that. You
would have told me. Sophie, come on.”

Sophie shifted uncomfortably, looking more guilty than
Kristine had ever seen her. “You’re right. Sorry. My bad. So
you’re excited to have the kids back, huh?”

Kristine’s senses went on alert. Something wasn’t right.
“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing.”

“Sophie, come on. Is it the guy? Are you embarrassed about
who he is?” Now that she thought about it, she realized she
and Sophie had never talked about Sophie’s first time, which
was strange. They talked about everything.

Her completely competent, unrufflable cousin flushed. “I
don’t want to talk about this. There’s a reason I never talked
about it.”

“You weren’t raped, were you? Please tell me it wasn’t
that.”

“It wasn’t. I swear. It was just ninety really lame seconds in
the back of a truck. I was young and stupid and he was…” She
sighed. “Let’s change the subject.”



Kristine genuinely didn’t understand. “What aren’t you
telling me?”

“Nothing.”

“What?”

Sophie glared at her. “Stop asking me.”

“Sophie Jean Lane, you tell me right now.”

“It was Jaxsen.” Sophie groaned. “I’m sorry. It was way
before you two got together. Like months and months. I was
going to tell you but I was embarrassed about being so stupid.
Then you started dating and it seemed weird and then I forgot.
I’m sorry it ever happened. Believe me, I’m sorry.”

“Oh.”

It was all she could manage. The single syllable. Because
nothing Sophie said made sense. She had to be talking about
someone else. Jaxsen hadn’t slept with Sophie. She knew he
hadn’t, because he’d told her she was his first.

She remembered everything about that time. She had been
resisting going all the way with him for at least two months,
refusing to be yet another conquest. He’d finally admitted that
the stories about him were exaggerated. They would be each
other’s first time. He’d looked into her eyes and had told her
he loved her. That he would always love her. It was the
moment she’d known he was the one. That they would get
married and live happily ever after. And she’d been right. Or
so she’d thought.

“So you were his first,” she whispered.

“What? No. Not even close.” Sophie slapped her hand over
her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

Kristine felt herself disconnecting from her body. She had to
in order to survive the moment. “The rumors about him
weren’t rumors, were they?”

Sophie threw herself facedown on the sofa. “Don’t ask me
that.”



Which was all the answer Kristine needed. There was a
rushing sound in her ears. Her stomach churned until she was
afraid she was going to throw up her dinner.

Jaxsen had lied to her. He’d lied. She’d thought their first
time together had meant something to both of them. She’d
given him her virginity and her heart, but to him she’d only
been another piece of ass. It was all a lie.

“I’m sorry,” Sophie told her, sitting up and looking
miserable. “I’m really sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not.”

Kristine looked at Sophie. “You were right. We weren’t
even together when it happened.”

“I know, but still. It’s weird and I love you and I’m a
horrible person and I’m sorry.”

Sophie wasn’t the one who had broken her heart and
betrayed her trust. Sophie hadn’t done anything wrong.

“I’m fine,” she lied. “I swear.” Lie number two. She was
going to hell for sure.

She managed to participate in the conversation for a few
minutes, then she told Sophie she had to get home. Once she
was alone in her house, she walked into the bedroom and sat
on the edge of the bed. The rational side of her brain told her it
was no big deal. It had been years ago and she and Jaxsen had
a strong, happy relationship. But the rest of her, the heart of
her, felt betrayed and shattered. If he’d lied about that, what
else wasn’t true?



Chapter Eleven

The boys and Jaxsen arrived home early afternoon on
Sunday. Kristine hadn’t slept well the night before. She’d
awakened to find three texts from Sophie apologizing and had
called her to assure her all was well, then had spent the rest of
the morning alternately looking forward to seeing her sons and
dreading having to speak to Jaxsen. What was she supposed to
do or say? Pretend it hadn’t happened? Pretend she didn’t
know? Confront him? There was no good answer and she was
still unsure of herself when the SUV pulled into the driveway.

The boys piled out and raced to the house.

“Mom! Mom!”

All three of them burst into the kitchen and ran toward her,
arms outstretched.

She started laughing and hugging them, aware they were
dirty and smelled and yet she couldn’t be happier to see them.
They hung on as if they would never let go, even JJ, who
sometimes pulled back when she tried to be affectionate with
him.

“How was it?” she asked.

“We had a great time.”

“We went fishing and Tommy fell out of the boat.”

“Did not.”

“Did, too.”

“JJ and I were wrestling and he pushed me.”

“I didn’t push you.”

Jaxsen walked into the kitchen and dropped several duffel
bags on the floor. “I believe it’s my turn with Mom. Why don’t
you three take your bags to the laundry room and empty them
there, then help me get the rest of the gear out of the car?”



The boys grumbled a little but let go of her to do what he
said. Grant lingered the longest. Kristine brushed his too-long
hair out of his eyes.

“I’m making lasagna tonight,” she told him.

He grinned. “Thanks, Mom.”

“You’re welcome.”

She didn’t want him to go because that would leave her
alone with Jaxsen, but she couldn’t hang on to him forever.
Grant grabbed a duffel and headed for the laundry room,
leaving her to face Jaxsen.

She drew in a breath, bracing herself for the sense of
betrayal and hurt, but before she could decide what she felt, he
was pulling her close and kissing her.

“Hey, beautiful. Did you miss us?”

“Of course.”

“We had a great time.” His hand moved to her butt and
squeezed as he rubbed his crotch against her belly. “It would
have been better if you’d been along.”

“No, thanks. It’s not my thing.”

He chuckled and released her. “You’re such an island girl.”

A familiar tease, one that normally made her feel that they
were connected and happy and that they were going to be
together forever. Just not today.

The boys trooped out of the laundry room. She grabbed a
small tin from the counter and pulled off the lid. Each boy
pulled out a small wooden disk painted with a number.

“Seven,” Grant said, grinning.

“Five.” Tommy held up his.

JJ grimaced. “One.”

“Ha!” Tommy dropped his disk back in the tin. “Let me
know when you’re done.”

JJ started for the stairs.



“Not so fast, young man,” Kristine told him. “Shoes off in
the laundry room. Leave your clothes in the hallway. All of
them. Put on clean everything.”

Normally, JJ would have complained that meant more
laundry for him, but after trips like this, Kristine did their dirty
clothes. When they’d been out camping or at a cabin, she liked
to know that everything was thoroughly washed, the way she
would do it. Plus, she didn’t overload the machines and she
generally felt better dealing with it. Besides, they only went
away a few times a year. Sometimes, she liked doing the mom
stuff for them.

As JJ went to take off his shoes, the other boys raced
upstairs. The disks had determined the order in which they
would shower. While JJ claimed the bathroom, Tommy and
Grant would have phone time. Jaxsen didn’t have a lot of rules
but one of them was no cell phones on trips with him so the
only texting they could do was with her, on his phone. The
boys needed to find out what had happened in their absences.

When they were alone again, Jaxsen smiled at her. “So I
have to take a shower, too. Want to join me?”

Like everything else in their lives, his return from his trips
with the boys had a familiar rhythm. First, everyone got
settled, then she and Jaxsen had a quickie reunion. Later that
night, they would make love again, more slowly. Afterward,
he would hold her until he fell asleep. She would stay awake a
little longer, thinking about how lucky she was and how much
she loved him.

Only that wasn’t happening today.

She still didn’t know how to discuss what she’d learned. It
had been years ago and they were so different now, with kids
and a life together. She should let it go. Only she couldn’t and
when she tried her throat got tight and her stomach writhed
and—

“Kristine, what’s going on?” he asked. “Don’t you feel
well?”



“I feel fine,” she said, realizing she wasn’t going to be able
to simply move on. She was going to have to say something.
Something like… “You slept with Sophie.”

“What?” His voice was a yelp. He stared at her. “What are
you talking about? I haven’t slept with Sophie or anyone. Why
would you even think that?”

“You slept with her, back in high school. You told me you
were a virgin and that I was your first time and it was all a lie.
It wasn’t just her, either. Apparently, it was everyone.”

She waited for him to shrink back, to apologize and beg her
forgiveness. What she didn’t expect was for him to start
laughing.

“Are you kidding?” he asked. “High school? Come on,
Kristine, be serious.”

“I am serious. Deadly serious. You lied to me.”

He threw up his hands. “Of course I lied to you. I was a
seventeen-year-old guy who was crazy in love with you. I also
wanted to have sex with you. I was a raging hormone at the
time and you were the most incredible girl I’d ever met. I
would have done anything to sleep with you.”

Words not designed to make her feel better. “So you lied.”

“Sure. Come on. You can’t be upset about that. We were
kids.”

“I was saving myself for my one true love,” she reminded
him. “Giving away my virginity mattered to me. It was
significant.”

He frowned. “I knew that. Kristine, I was in love with you.
We were planning our life together. We got married, for God’s
sake. What is the problem?”

“You lied to me.”

“Would you stop saying that? What does it matter now? We
have kids and a great life. What happened that you’re acting
like this?”



“Nothing happened,” she told him, furious he wouldn’t see
her side of things. “Nothing has to happen, Jaxsen. I simply
found out that you tricked me into giving up my virginity. As
you’d already slept with half the female population of the high
school, I understand it doesn’t matter to you, but it’s very
important to me and it changes how I view our past. I was
giving my heart and you were interested in getting laid.”

He stared at her. “You’re really upset.”

“You’re just getting that now?”

“You’re also acting crazy. Do you have your period or
something?”

“This isn’t hormones. This is me finding out that you lied to
me.”

“Would you stop staying that?” he roared.

“What would you prefer I say instead?”

He glared at her for a long time, then turned. “Nothing,” he
muttered as he left. “Don’t say anything at all.”

The morning started with someone opening a pallet of kitty
litter using a sharp knife and slicing through a half dozen bags
in the process. The litter spilled onto the warehouse floor,
creating a mess that shouldn’t have been a problem, only the
new shop vacs hadn’t arrived yet and there were only two push
brooms. Sophie had spent nearly thirty minutes trying to clean
up the mess, stopping only when Bear shooed her out of the
area.

“Don’t you have real work to be doing?” he’d asked,
sounding exasperated. “Stop trying to handle every detail
yourself. I’ve got this.”

“And the moron who created the problem in the first
place?”

Bear shook his head. “Not talking about that with you,
Sophie. This is my department. I’ll manage it.”



She handed him the broom and made her way to the
restroom where she washed her hands before heading to her
office. She nearly turned around when she saw three well-
dressed women waiting there.

Who were they and, more important, who had let them in?
She was not in the mood to be friendly. Despite Kristine’s
reassurances that they were fine, Sophie still felt awful about
what she’d said.

“Can I help you?” she asked, standing in the hall.

They turned toward her. The shortest of the three—a
brunette in her midthirties—smiled. “Good morning. I’m
Cathy from the Marysville Women’s Shelter. We were hoping
to talk to you about what we do and maybe interest you in a
sponsorship.”

Money. They wanted money. She had no doubt the cause
was excellent, but this was not something she wanted to be
dealing with today. Or any day.

“If we could just have a few minutes of your time,” Cathy
said.

Sophie held in a groan. “I’m busy right now. If you’d made
an appointment, it would have been easier for me.”

The women looked confused. “We did make an
appointment.”

“With who? I don’t have a secretary.” She heard a phone
ring and waited for someone to answer it.

“I’m not sure,” Cathy said. “But I did call ahead.”

The phone continued ringing.

“Excuse me,” Sophie said, hurrying toward the front office
where Amber was playing solitaire on her work computer.

“The phone,” Sophie said pointedly.

Amber looked at her. “I’m on my break. It’s not my fault
that you don’t have backup for when I’m on break. Or did you
want me to just keep working, no matter what? That’s illegal,
by the way. I know my rights.”



The phone went silent as the caller gave up.

Amber smiled. “See. Problem solved.”

Sophie swallowed the scream she felt building inside, then
stalked back to the women waiting in her office.

“This isn’t a good time,” she said between clenched teeth.
“I’m sorry you came all this way, but I can’t deal with this
right now.”

“Then we’ll be in touch,” Cathy assured her as the women
left.

Sophie watched them go before circling back by Amber’s
desk. “Please tell someone when you go on break so the phone
is answered.”

“Sure.”

The easy answer did nothing to reassure her, she thought
grimly, walking back to the warehouse. As she entered the
open area, she saw the shipping tables had been moved into a
new configuration.

“What are you doing?” she asked Bear. “You’re changing
things?”

“It will be more efficient and we’ve talked about this.” He
guided her into his office. “Sophie, you have to get off me. I
mean it.”

“But the shipping area? It’s my favorite.”

“Everything is your favorite. You’re not involved, you’re
obsessed. You’re letting the big things slide so you can count
paper clips.”

Before she could tell him that wasn’t true, Amber appeared.
“Some lady is here to interview for the office manager job. I
put her in your office.”

“I don’t have time for that. Reschedule the interview.”

“You’ve already rescheduled it twice,” Amber told her. “She
seemed annoyed by that when she told me.”



Bear’s look was pointed. “You need an office manager. And
an assistant. And a bookkeeper and God knows what else.
Focus, Sophie.”

“I am focused.”

She was—every second of every day. There was simply too
much to do. She was trying to go from zero to sixty all on her
own and just when everything seemed to be moving in the
right direction, some idiot cut through a dozen litter bags with
a knife.

“You need to handle the interview. I’ll take care of
everything else in the warehouse.”

She looked at Bear and nodded slowly. He was a good guy.
She was beginning to trust him—not an easy thing for her. She
knew he was just doing his job.

“Fine. I’ll interview her, but I won’t like it.”

Bear sighed. “We’re all so very proud.”

Thirty minutes later she walked into Bear’s office.

“How’d the interview go?” he asked.

“She didn’t impress me.”

“Did you let her try?”

“She wasn’t right. That’s not the point. I need you to find a
job for Amber.”

“I thought she was answering the phones.”

“She’s sitting at the desk, but she’s not doing the work.”

Bear raised his eyebrows. “So fire her.”

“I can’t.”

“Then let me.”

“No. I’m not saying I can’t fire someone. I can. I don’t like
it, but I can do it. No, it’s that she’s family. My cousin.”

Bear scowled. “Never hire family.”

“Too late now. Anyway, she needs something else. Then I
guess I need someone to answer the phones. I am so tired of



hiring people.”

“If you had an office manager, they could do it for you.
You’re being shortsighted, Sophie.”

She knew he was right but there was so much going on. So
much that seemed out of control. “Let me think about it.”

Sophie left his office and walked through the warehouse.
Looking at the stock waiting to be shipped out to customers
always made her feel better. She rounded a corner and saw
Heather carefully photographing a canister set. As she
watched, Heather measured the largest canister and made a
notation, then took several more pictures.

“What are you doing?” Sophie demanded in a shriek.
“What’s going on? Are you stealing? Making knockoffs that
you can sell on eBay?”

Heather turned toward her, eyes wide. “Sophie, no. It’s not
that.”

“I trusted you and I gave you a good job. How could you do
this to me?”

She was aware of people gathering, of Bear coming up to
stand beside her.

“What’s going on?” he asked in a low voice.

Tears filled Heather’s eyes. “It’s not what you think. I’m not
stealing or anything. Sophie, please. Let me explain. Please.”

Heather was shaking so hard, she thought she might throw up.
Everyone was staring at her like she was a criminal, but the
disappointment and hurt in Sophie’s expression were the
worst.

“My computer’s in my locker,” Heather managed, tears
filling her eyes. “I can show you what I’m doing.”

Sophie looked unconvinced but nodded once. “Let’s go see
what you’re up to.”



Heather led the way to the break room and opened her
locker. She carried her laptop to the table and booted it, then
sat down and opened the CK file.

She wiped away tears, then motioned to the chair next to
her. “It would be easier if you sat down so you could see the
screen.”

Sophie looked at her for a long moment before pulling up a
chair.

“I like to quilt,” Heather said, wishing her hands would stop
shaking. “My mom taught me how when I was pretty young.
We would do the easy, in-a-day kind. After a while I wanted to
work on more complicated quilts. I found a free program that
converts a picture into a quilt pattern, breaking the photograph
or design into individual squares. It’s pretty crude, but I’ve
been playing with it.”

She pulled up the first CK logo quilt pattern. “I was
wondering if the logo would make a good quilt. It’s charming
and fun. But then I started thinking would anyone want to
make a quilt of a company logo, so then I wondered how to
personalize the quilt or the logo.”

She clicked on the file with the cat stock photo
superimposed on the CK logo. “So I did this. It’s not coming
out exactly right. I’ve been playing with it for a while, trying
to figure out the proportions. I don’t have professional
training, so it’s kind of hit and miss.”

She turned to Sophie. “I was thinking people would like
more special items. Maybe canisters with their cat’s picture on
them or things like that. I was measuring the ones we have to
get the pictures to work on them. I wasn’t stealing.”

Sophie looked slightly less stern. “How would the quilts
work?” she asked. “People would buy a quilt with their cat’s
picture on it?”

“We could do that, but a handmade quilt would be really
expensive. It’s hundreds of hours of labor. But I was thinking
we could do a kit. They send in the picture and we send back a
pattern with the fabrics. Then they would make the quilt



themselves. We could also do the same thing with needlepoint
or counted cross-stitch. Plus the canisters.” She swallowed. “I
wasn’t stealing, I swear. I was trying to come up with some
products I could tell you about. It’s just they’re not finished
yet.”

Sophie groaned, then hugged her tight. “I’m sorry,” she
said, holding on for a few seconds before releasing her. “I was
so horrible and I’m sorry. Look at what you’re doing. It’s
amazing. I can’t believe it. These are fantastic. You are busy
every second of every day and here you are trying to grow the
company.”

Heather felt herself relax. “I probably should have told you
what I was doing.”

Sophie brushed that comment aside. “It’s fine. I get that you
wanted it to be right before you showed it to me. I completely
overreacted. I’m dealing with a lot and sometimes I can’t keep
it together. Anyway, these are great. You’re wasted in the
warehouse. Tomorrow I want you to start working with Elliot
in marketing. He needs people and you’re bright and talented
and a hard worker.”

Heather couldn’t believe it. “Marketing? But I don’t have
any training.”

“You’ll learn on the job. These are great ideas. We need
that. I’ll tell Elliot to expect you.” Sophie smiled as she stood.
“You have made my day, Heather. Thank you.”

Heather wasn’t sure what to make of the sudden turn of
events. She returned her computer to her locker, then turned
and found her mother in the break room. Amber did not look
happy.

“I can’t believe you got a promotion like that.”

“You were listening?”

“Of course I was listening. Sophie was pissed. I was sure
she was going to fire you and then where would we have
been? I was going to tell her she couldn’t. But as always,
things work out for you without you doing anything at all.”

“Mom, I worked for hours on those designs.”



“Whatever. I’m going to talk to Sophie. It’s not right that
she treats me so badly. I’m going to tell her that I’m insisting
on a better job and a raise. She’s just so full of herself now that
she has this stupid company.”

Her mother continued talking but Heather wasn’t listening.
Instead, she was thinking about her new job in marketing.
She’d seen Elliot around, of course, and knew who he was.
She could learn a lot from him. She vowed she would arrive
extra early, stay late and do everything she could to impress
him. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and she was
determined to make the most of it.



Chapter Twelve

After leaving work, Sophie forced herself to go to the
grocery store. She had no food in the house and couldn’t face
yet another pizza delivery. She bought a couple of frozen
dinners, along with a rotisserie chicken and several salads
from the deli case. She even got eggs for breakfast, along with
more coffee. Although maybe she should be drinking less
coffee what with her not sleeping very well lately. Not that the
lack of sleep was necessarily caffeine induced. Last night it
had been because of her Kristine guilt, but most of the time it
was about work.

She knew she was slipping further and further behind every
day. As Bear continually pointed out, she couldn’t do it all and
she was unwilling to let go. If she kept this up, the company
was going to be in serious trouble, but knowing that and doing
something about it were not the same thing.

She called out to Lily as she put the groceries on the
counter. “Hey, pretty girl. How are you feeling today? Sorry
I’m so late. You must be hungry.”

But instead of hurrying into the kitchen to demand dinner
service, Lily was nowhere to be seen. Sophie quickly walked
through the kitchen to the hallway, calling the cat as she went.

“Lily? You okay?”

She stepped into the bedroom where she’d set up Lily’s
litter box and birthing place and turned on the light. Lily lay in
the box, four small kittens at her side.

“You had your babies.” Sophie hurried over and dropped to
her knees. “Oh, little girl, you were all alone. I’m so sorry. I
wanted to be here to help.”

Lily regarded her quietly. Sophie didn’t know if she was
judging or pointing out she’d gotten through it just fine. Either
way it was done and it seemed as if everything had turned out
all right.



Sophie shifted to a sitting position and stretched out her
hand toward the cat. She wanted to reassure her without being
threatening to her babies. Lily leaned into her fingers, purring
loudly. Sophie smiled at her.

“You’re such a great mom. Look at you. At some point we
have to get all this cleaned up but for now—”

Her gaze shifted to something in the corner of the box.
Something that didn’t look right and hadn’t been there that
morning. Sophie went cold all over as she realized the
something was a small body.

“No,” she breathed. “No, please no.”

Fear gripped her as tears spilled down her cheeks. She
wanted to back away but knew she had to confirm the kitten
was dead. Only she couldn’t imagine doing that. Thoughts of
how CK had died in her arms slugged her in the heart, making
it impossible to breathe.

“Oh, Lily,” she whispered. “Was it bad?”

The cat only purred and closed her eyes.

Without being aware of what she was doing, Sophie pulled
her phone out of her pocket. But when she went to make the
call, she wasn’t sure who to talk to. Normally, Kristine was her
go-to person, but right now things were weird, and Amber was
totally useless and Heather was too young and who else was
there?

She hesitated only a second before scrolling through her
contact list.

“Hey,” Dugan said cheerfully. “I was just thinking about
you.”

“Can you come over?” she asked, not bothering to keep the
trembling out of her voice. “Please?”

“Sophie, what’s wrong?”

“Lily had her babies and I think one died. I can’t deal with
this. I know I should be strong and it’s the circle of life, but I
just can’t.”



“I’ll be right there.”

“Hurry.”

Sophie stayed where she was, terrified to even look at the
lonely kitten, yet unable to walk away. She cried and petted
Lily and waited. It didn’t take long for Dugan to walk into the
room.

She pointed to the small body in the corner. “I think it’s
dead.”

He squatted next to her and kissed the top of her head, then
reached for the kitten. Sophie flinched and turned away. Lily
kept on purring as if she had no interest in what had happened.
Dugan collected the tiny creature and stood.

“The body’s cold,” he said. “I’d guess it died at birth. Did
you contact the cat rescue place?”

She shook her head.

He held out his hand for her phone, then disappeared.
Sophie stayed with Lily. The kittens had stopped nursing and
seemed to be asleep. She gently stroked their tiny bodies,
grateful to feel heat and heartbeats.

“I called them,” Dugan said as he walked back into the
bedroom. “They’re sending a tech out tomorrow to check on
the rest of the litter, but they said not to worry. This sort of
thing happens.”

“Where’s the kitten?”

“I put it in my car. I’ll bury it at my place.”

“Thank you.”

He held out his hand then pulled her to her feet. “Let’s move
the babies and clean up the box. They said to offer Lily food,
but not to worry if she doesn’t eat for a few more hours. I put a
big towel in the dryer to warm it up. That way the kittens
won’t get cold.”

The relief of something positive to do made Sophie feel
marginally better. She put out food for Lily, then helped Dugan
move the tiny kittens onto the warm towel. They woke up and



squeaked out their protests. It only took a couple of minutes to
clean up the box and put down fresh towels. Lily ate a little
and used the litter box, then returned to her babies. She licked
each one of them, settling them close to her. In a matter of
minutes the whole family was asleep.

Sophie and Dugan retreated to the kitchen where he opened
a bottle of wine. She saw her groceries were put away and had
no idea when he’d done that.

Once she had her wine, he sat across from her at the kitchen
table.

“That was hard on you,” he said, his tone conversational.

She sighed. “Is that your way of asking why I freaked out?”

“It was unexpected. I get you were upset.”

“Babies shouldn’t die.”

His gaze was steady. “You’ve had a lot of loss in your life.”

“Asking or telling?”

Instead of answering, he reached across the table and took
her hand in his. “I’m glad I could help.”

Her eyes filled with tears again. “Me, too. I know it’s silly,
but it just hit me. Probably because I lost my cat not long ago.
I’d had CK since I was a freshman in college. She’s the reason
I started the business. We’d been through everything together
and I couldn’t imagine losing her, but then I did.”

“Is that why you’re fostering? Because you’re not ready to
have a cat of your own?”

She nodded. “Kristine suggested it. I thought it would be
good to have another heartbeat in the house, but I didn’t think
a kitten would die.”

“Are your folks alive?”

The change in topic surprised her. “I don’t know,” she said.
“My mom died when I was a teenager. It was really awful. She
was killed in a car accident, so there was no warning. My dad
had left a few years before. Mom was the one who worked
hard. She was a pharmacist—the only one on the island. My



dad was always looking for the next big thing, which he never
found. He drifted from scheme to scheme until one day he
drifted right out of our lives. At the time I thought he was
leaving my mom. I didn’t think he was leaving me, too. But
when she died, he didn’t want me to come live with him.”

She closed her eyes against the memories.

“So you lost both parents at the same time,” Dugan said
quietly.

She nodded. “We’ve only spoken twice since then. The last
time was ten years ago.”

“Did you go into foster care?”

“What? No. I moved in with Kristine and her family. They
did everything they could to make me feel welcome, but it was
still so hard. I missed my mom every day. I was a teenager, so
we’d been fighting a lot. She worried I wouldn’t make
something of myself. After she died, I did everything I could
to make her proud of me, but it’s not like she knows what I
did.”

“You don’t know that.”

She looked at him. “Please don’t get metaphysical on me.”

“I would never do that. I’m simply pointing out you have no
idea what happens after we die. It could be nothing, it could be
completely different from what we’ve been told. Maybe she
knows everything you’ve done and is proud and happy.”

Sophie wished that were true. “What about your family?”

One shoulder rose and lowered. “I’m so normal, I’m boring.
One of three kids, raised on the East Coast. I have two sisters.
I’m the middle one.”

“But the only boy. That makes a difference.”

He grinned. “So they tell me all the time. My parents are
still married and I get home about once a year.”

“How’d you end up on Blackberry Island?”

Humor brightened his eyes. “I was on a spiritual journey
and found my way here.”



“Did you inherit the house you live in?”

“No, I bought it.”

He paused as if waiting for her to ask more. Under normal
circumstances she would have pursued the topic, but she was
too sad.

“Tell me about CK Industries after you graduated from
college. Did you grow too fast?”

Another zig in the direction of their conversation. She
considered her answer. “It wasn’t that we grew too fast. It was
more that I couldn’t control things as much as I would have
liked. I made a lot of dumb decisions when it came to
employees.”

“In what way?”

“They oversold themselves and I believed them so I ended
up with a lot of people who didn’t have the experience or
skills I needed them to have.”

“Did you fire them or live with the disappointment?”

An insightful question she didn’t want to answer.

“Both,” she admitted. “Firing people is hard. I’ve gotten
better, but I don’t like it. Sometimes it’s just easier to do
everything myself.”

“But you can’t,” he said gently. “Sophie, do you get that?”

“I can do a lot. Nobody knows the business better than I
do.”

“That’s true, but you have the limitation of time. I’m sure
you can do any three jobs better than the people you hire but
there aren’t only three jobs at CK. There are dozens and you
can’t do them all. Do you trust yourself to hire the right
people?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Sometimes.”

“So you don’t.”

“Bear is great. Amber, my cousin, is a disaster, but I knew
she would be.”



“And you hired her anyway.”

“She’s family.”

“Sorry. Of course you’d hire her. You want people you
know. Even if she’s awful, she’s a known entity. You can
handle whatever pain she causes because it’s familiar. If only
everyone would love CK as much as you do, but you worry
they don’t and while you get that a lot of people simply want a
good job, you don’t want to accept that.”

“I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this line of
conversation,” she said primly, wondering how on earth he had
figured it all out. He was just some Tai Chi guy. Maybe he had
a degree in psychology or something. Regardless, she was
surprised by his insights and uncomfortable with what they
said about her.

Dugan stood, then drew her to her feet and kissed her.

“Poor Sophie,” he said, his voice gentle. “Now you don’t
know what to make of me. It’s okay. When you get the urge to
pull back, remind yourself that the sex is really great and
giving it up would be foolish. Besides, it’s good to have a
friend who isn’t family. I know you can’t trust me just yet, but
I’m hoping eventually you realize I’m on your side.”

She glared at him. “You’re making a lot of assumptions.”

“I know.” He kissed her again. “So what’s the verdict? Do I
get to stay or are you kicking me out?”

She thought about how rattled she still felt and knew that
dealing with Dugan’s awareness was better than being by
herself.

“You can stay,” she told him. “But only if you go get
takeout.”

He smiled. “Done.”

Heather barely slept the night before she started her new job.
She was excited and nervous. The opportunity was amazing
and she wanted to do well.



Her first concern was what to wear. For her warehouse job
she’d been comfortable in jeans and a sweatshirt, but working
in marketing was different. She needed something more
professional, and her options were limited. Complicating the
situation was the downpour outside her bedroom window. No
way she could put on nice pants or a dress and her only pair of
leather flats and then ride her bike all that way in the rain. That
meant she was going to have to drive to work.

She decided on a dress for her first day, and took the time to
apply a little makeup. Too unsettled to eat breakfast, she drove
to CK where she parked and hurried inside. Bear was already
in his office. He spotted her, grinned and gave her a thumbs-
up. Her equilibrium slightly restored, she walked through the
warehouse toward the offices.

Elliot had claimed space in the back. His office was large,
with a window, a big desk and a table and four chairs in the
corner. Sophie hadn’t told her what time to start, so Heather
had planned to show up extra early, but like Bear, Elliot was
already at work, as well.

She took a moment to breathe, then knocked on the open
door.

“Good morning.”

Elliot, a tall man with a slightly imposing air, took off his
glasses and looked at her.

“Heather, is it? Sophie mentioned she’d moved you to my
department.”

His tone was fairly neutral, so she wasn’t sure if he was
happy about what had happened or not.

“Is that all right?” she asked.

“We’ll have to see, won’t we? I haven’t filled my staff
positions yet. I have a few people coming in for interviews in
the next week or so. I suppose we’ll have to work it out as we
go.”

He motioned to a chair in front of his desk. When she was
seated, he began speaking.



“From what I can tell, Sophie outsources a lot of the support
functions of the company, mainly digital advertising and
customer service. Hiring order-takers is one thing, but
advertising is different. It should be customized and tracked
and monitored. She and I are still working out our differences
on that one.”

Heather wondered if she should be taking notes. Or
dictation, whatever that was. She wasn’t clear on her job
function or what Elliot expected of her.

“We should start by getting to know our customer a little
better,” he said. “Who is the CK buyer? We know she’s
probably female, but let’s dig in deeper. I have some ideas I
want to present to Sophie and I need numbers to back them up.
Pull the demographic reports for the past two, no, three years.
Let’s see if there have been any changes. I want to look at
education, income level, number of cats in the household. At
the same time, pull together a report on all households who
own cats. I remember reading somewhere there were more
cats than dogs in the country. Is that true? What are the
demographics of cat-owning families and how do those
numbers compare with the CK customer?”

He paused before offering her a faint smile. “That should
keep you busy for the next day or so. Once you have the
reports done, we’ll go over them and take it from there.”

Heather swallowed. Reports? What did that mean? “Um,
how long do you want the reports to be?”

He frowned. “As long as they need to be. Heather, this isn’t
a college assignment. It’s a real-world report.”

His dismissive tone made her feel that asking more
questions wasn’t a good idea, so she nodded and stood.

“Where would you like me to work?” she asked.

He waved toward the empty offices all around them. “Pick
any one with a computer. Do you have the internet password?”

She nodded.

He held out a piece of paper. “The second password you’ll
need to access the information we’ve talked about. I assume



you know not to share anything you learn with anyone other
than Sophie and myself.”

“Yes.”

Or at least she did now.

Heather quickly chose the smallest office. Not only was it
unassuming, it was also nearly the farthest one from Elliot’s.
Not that she didn’t want to be close. It was just, the man
terrified her.

Heather booted her computer and logged on. She went
online and looked up information on demographics and using
them in a report. She downloaded statistics on cat owners and
made notes. By two o’clock she felt comfortable enough to go
into the company files to find the information Elliot was
looking for.

Only when she accessed the secure information, she had no
idea what any of it meant. There were hundreds of pages of
raw data and math formulas and graphs, and while she could
find the past two years, the third year back seemed to be
missing.

By five, she was exhausted, hungry and had a headache that
throbbed with every heartbeat. She locked her notes in her
desk and vowed she would figure it out in the morning.

When she got home, the house was empty. Heather fixed
herself a quick dinner, then went into her room where she read
about marketing reports until her eyes were blurry.

Midmorning Wednesday, Heather returned to Elliot’s office,
two reports in hand. She set both on his desk.

He looked from them to her, then nodded at one of the
chairs. “Have a seat.”

She sat down and realized she was shaking so hard, her legs
were bouncing. She pressed both hands on her thighs and
hoped he didn’t notice.

Elliot flipped through the pages on the CK customer.
Heather had included charts and graphics, most of which she’d
created herself. She had no idea what he wanted, so didn’t



know if she’d even come close. But she’d worked hard and
hoped that he would—

He tossed down the pages, dropped his glasses on the desk
and looked at her.

“Who are you?”

The question startled her. “You mean my name?” Didn’t he
know that? Had he forgotten already?

Elliot sighed heavily. “No, not your name. Who are you?
Why do you have this job? What is your relationship to
Sophie?”

“I’m, ah, her cousin’s daughter. I’ve known her all my life.”
She felt herself flushing. “I’ve been working on some
marketing ideas for the company. Superimposing cat pictures
on different products.”

As she spoke, she recognized how stupid that sounded.
“She, ah, saw my work and thought it was good.”

Elliot pinched the bridge of his nose. “You put cat pictures
on a tea towel and now you’re in marketing?”

The heat on her cheeks deepened. “It was more than tea
towels,” she whispered. “It was a canister set and I created a
quilt pattern.”

“Well, then.” He studied her. “Do you have any experience
or education in this field? College classes, an internship,
anything?”

Heather shook her head.

“I should have gone back to P&G,” he muttered.

“I’m sorry,” Heather blurted. “I can redo the reports. If you
tell me what you want, I can do it.”

His dark gaze settled on her face. “That’s the problem,
Heather. I did tell you what I want. You’re no good to me as
you are. I don’t have time to train you on the basics of your
job.”

“Please,” she said, knowing she sounded desperate and not
caring. “Please give me a chance. I’m a really hard worker. I’ll



come in early and I’ll stay late. I’ll get you coffee and do
whatever you say. I’m dependable and I learn fast. Until I
started working in the warehouse, I had three jobs. Four, if you
count the babysitting. But I gave up being a waitress to work
here full-time. They’ve already hired my replacement. I can’t
lose this job. Please, I don’t have any money in the bank. I
have to take care of my mom because she won’t take care of
herself. It’s just how it is. I’m trapped and scared and my
grandmother is selling the house and we don’t have anywhere
to go and this is such a great opportunity for me. I want to
study graphics and marketing and I’m going to community
college, at least I was until the car accident, but I’m going
back. I mean that. I’m going back and I’m going to do it. I just
really don’t want you to fire me.”

Heather pressed her lips together in an effort to stop talking.
She had a feeling her emotional dump wasn’t going to help her
cause at all, but there was no taking it back.

Elliot continued to study her for a long time. Finally, he
threw the reports into the recycling bin by his desk, pulled out
a pad of yellow paper and started speaking as he wrote.

“Age, gender, average income, number of cats, years of
education, type of employment.” He looked at her. “Full-time
versus part-time. Pull together all the information we have on
the CK customer. Put it in a chart with the year at the top and
the characteristics down the side. What we have for this year,
last year and the previous two years. So four years in total.
Add categories as you see fit. Then do the same for the
average cat household in the country. Put that in a second
chart. It should take you no more than two hours. Bring the
information back to me.”

“Is that what you wanted before?” she asked.

“No, but it’s enough for now. Can you do it?”

“Yes.”

He passed her the pad of yellow paper, then pointed to the
door.



Heather wanted to tell him she would do her best or salute
or something but instead she rose and scurried from the room.
She’d been given a second chance and she wasn’t going to
blow it.



Chapter Thirteen

Things were not better at home. Jaxsen refused to admit he’d
done anything wrong and he’d made it clear he thought she
was overreacting. Kristine felt he was dismissing her very real
sense of hurt and betrayal. He wouldn’t see that his lie had
been significant. She’d been saving herself for true love and
he’d lied.

As she drove to the airport to deliver another three dozen
cookies to Bruno, Kristine acknowledged that she and Jaxsen
were stuck. If history was destiny—or however that old saying
went—she would be the one to cave. She would be the one to
say it was fine, that she understood, and he would say he loved
her and things would go on as before. She thought maybe that
was the most sensible course, but for once she didn’t want to
be sensible. He’d lied. Teenage boy or not, he’d hurt her
feelings, had dismissed her reaction and once again she was
expected to simply suck it up for the sake of their marriage.

When did he suck it up? she fumed as she drove toward the
small airport. When did he do anything he didn’t want to do?
Jaxsen helped around the house, but only with the things he
liked. He would get the boys ready for bed but he wouldn’t
read to them because “all their books were boring” as he’d told
her a dozen times. He wouldn’t help clean the kitchen or the
bathrooms, he wouldn’t tidy up, but he would vacuum because
he liked doing that. He lived his life doing what he wanted,
when he wanted, and the rest of them be damned.

By the time she parked, she’d worked herself into a
powerful fury, leaving her with all kinds of energy and
nowhere to put it. Fortunately, Bruno’s jet touched down just
then, providing a distraction.

She collected the packaged cookies, along with a couple of
chicken salad sandwiches she’d picked up at the inn and
walked toward the jet. The door opened and the stairs were
lowered, then Bruno was walking toward her.



“Thank you so much for helping me out,” he said, smiling at
her. “I had a last-minute stop here before I leave and I wanted
to get a few more cookies.”

“Here they are,” she said, lifting the tote bag. “I also
brought you sandwiches, just in case you’re hungry.”

“Very thoughtful.” He gestured toward the plane. “Do you
have a few minutes?”

She thought about all the things she had to do at home. She
really shouldn’t, and yet she was going to. Because her
husband was acting like a jerk and if that made her petty and
small, so be it.

“I do,” she said.

He waited for her to go first on the stairs. Once she was
inside, she set the sandwiches on the small counter and the tote
bag in one of the seats. It was only then she noticed a bottle of
champagne on ice.

Disappointment slapped her good and hard. Well, damn.
He’d brought his girlfriend or something. So much for a few
minutes of heavy flirting and a bit of “what if” pretending on
her part.

Bruno reached for the bottle. “Am I being too
presumptuous? I thought we could toast my upcoming trip.”

“It’s one in the afternoon.”

He smiled. “Yes, it is.”

She looked around at the luxurious private jet, glanced at
the bottle and thought why not?

“Sure,” she said, taking a seat. “That would be lovely.”

“Excellent.” He pulled the bottle from the ice. “My
grandfather always told me that most people open champagne
incorrectly. They think it’s all about the pop of the cork. But
when you hear that sound and the champagne spills out, you’re
losing the bubbles that make it special. Sometimes quiet is
better.”



He removed the foil, then unfastened the wire but didn’t
remove it. Keeping his thumb on the top of the cork, he
twisted the bottle with his other hand until the cork was free.

“You didn’t make a sound,” she said, impressed.

He winked. “Years of practice.”

He poured them each a glass before sitting across from her.

They toasted, then she asked, “When do you leave?”

“Tomorrow. I fly back tonight, then catch a flight to Paris
tomorrow.”

“Catch a flight?” She pretended shock. “You’re flying
commercial?”

“I know. This plane is due for some maintenance.”

“You must be devastated.”

He grinned. “I will power through my pain.”

“You have an amazing life,” she told him. “It’s so different
from mine. I can’t even imagine. I’m a stay-at-home mom
with three boys. I make food for you and I bake cookies and
brownies that I sell. Every Thursday I stay up all night baking
to have fresh cookies for the weekend when the tourists show
up.”

“Why don’t you bake during the day?”

An excellent question. “It’s complicated. By the time I get
the kids off to school and get set up, the morning’s half-gone.
I’d have to be cleaning up by three. You know, so there’s no
mess during dinner.”

He didn’t say anything, but then he didn’t have to. How
ridiculous. She had to clean up her mess before the boys got
home from school? Why was that? They didn’t care. When
had she decided that was the rule? Why had she assumed
everyone else was more important than—

“Kristine?”

“What? Oh, sorry.” She forced her attention back to Bruno.
“I was just thinking.” She sighed. “I would very much like to



be going to France and Italy.”

His gaze sharpened. “You don’t mean that.”

“Oh, I do. An escape from my life sounds pretty great right
about now.”

“Things are difficult at home?” His tone was gentle.

“Yes. Jaxsen is being a jerk and it’s frustrating. The boys are
great. I mean, they’re boys, but I love them. It’s just
sometimes I wish I’d made different choices.”

She could so get used to private-jet life, she thought. To
sitting across from a handsome man who knew things like how
to open a bottle of champagne.

“You wouldn’t change anything,” he told her. “And I can
prove it.”

Before she knew what he was talking about, he leaned
forward and kissed her.

It was a nothing kiss—their lips barely brushed against each
other, but still, he wasn’t Jaxsen and he’d kissed her on the
mouth.

Before she could figure out what she felt or what it meant or
anything at all, he drew back.

“You are shocked.”

“Surprised,” she said, touching her lips with her fingers.
“You kissed me.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“For a lot of reasons, but mostly because I wanted to.”

He wanted to kiss her? Why? She wasn’t glamorous or
special or anything like the women she assumed he had in his
life.

“I don’t know what to say,” she admitted, genuinely unable
to figure out what she felt.

“Go to hell or kiss me again seem the most likely of
options.”



He was watching her carefully, as if waiting to see which
way things were going to fall. She didn’t see a reason to tell
him to go to hell. As for kissing her again, well, she knew she
didn’t want that, either.

She put down her champagne. “I should go.”

“Of course.”

He followed her out of the plane. When they were on the
tarmac, he took her hands in his.

“I’ll be gone for a few weeks,” he told her.

“Let me know when you’re coming back.”

“I will.” He smiled and released her hands. “Goodbye,
Kristine.”

“Bye.”

She started for her car, still trying to make sense of it all.
Bruno had kissed her. She had no idea why he’d done it or
what, if anything, he wanted from her, but he’d kissed her. On
the mouth.

She sat in her car, staring out the windshield. Maybe she
was crazy but it sure felt like Bruno would have kissed her
again if she’d asked. And then what? Would things have gone
further? Did he want to have an affair with her?

The question was so outside her regular world, she nearly
laughed out loud. An affair? Her?

She thought of how Jaxsen had been acting the past week
and for a second toyed with the idea of somehow paying him
back. Only she didn’t want to sleep with Bruno. Yes, she was
flattered and surprised and just a little bit tempted by his
interest, but the truth was she wasn’t anyone who had looked
outside her marriage for emotional engagement. She didn’t
want another man or a different relationship. She wanted…
She wanted…

“I want to open the bakery,” she said out loud, gripping the
steering wheel in both hands. “I want a career that makes me
happy. I want to lease the space and move forward.”



Filled with a sense of purpose, she drove home. She was
going to do it, she told herself. She was going to put together a
plan and tell Jaxsen that it was time for her to make a move.
The kids were old enough and the space was perfect. If not
now, then when? She was done with excuses and she was done
with regrets. It was time to follow her dream.

Sophie lay on the floor by the box with the kittens. Lily was
taking a break from her litter, lying on the windowsill in the
sun. Sophie’d come home at lunch to check on the family—
something she tried to do at least every other day. Just in case.

She knew in her head that Lily and her babies were
perfectly fine—that what had happened before was just one of
those things, but she couldn’t help worrying.

She heard a knock on the front door. Before she could call
that it was open, there were footsteps in the house.

“Back here,” she called.

Dugan appeared, a large brown paper bag in his hand. He’d
offered to pick up lunch and she’d told him to meet her at the
house.

As always she was struck by how good-looking he was. The
deep blue eyes, the chiseled features, the broad shoulders. The
man did it for her in a serious way and if she could summon
the energy, she was going to suggest a quickie just as soon as
they finished lunch. She’d gone into the office at five that
morning and was starving.

“What?” he asked, holding out his hand to pull her to her
feet.

“I was thinking that I want to eat more than I want to have
sex. What does that say about me?”

“That you haven’t eaten in a long time. You’re working a
hundred hours a week, barely sleeping, and one day you’re
going to crash. Sex is great, but sometimes you need a
sandwich, as well.”



She sat down at the kitchen table and thought maybe he was
right. About the food part, not the impending crash.

“I’m very resilient,” she said as she took the sandwich he
offered.

“Everyone has a breaking point.”

“Why are you so negative?”

“I’m factual. There’s a difference.”

She rolled her eyes and took a bite of the sandwich. As she
chewed, she popped open the can of soda and took a long
drink.

“You’re always giving me advice and butting into my
business. Why is that?”

“I like you.” He gave her a lazy smile. “Besides, it’s kind of
my thing. I can’t help myself.”

“You should let it go. Everything is fine.”

“Did you hire an office manager?”

“No. There aren’t any good candidates.”

“I find that hard to believe. Did you actually read their
résumés and conduct interviews or did you go through the
motions with your mind on something else?”

How did he know? It was like the man could see inside her
head and she didn’t like it.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, taking
another bite of her sandwich.

“Liar.” His tone was gentle. “The employment agency
would only have sent you qualified people. Go through the
résumés again and hire one of them.”

“Someone bad isn’t better than no one.”

“Usually, I would agree with you, but in your case anyone is
better than no one. An office manager will get the rest of the
positions filled. While I applaud your success, building CK
Industries from nothing to what it is today, you’re not exactly
a poster child for good management practices.”



She wadded up her napkin and threw it at him. “You don’t
get to say that.”

“All evidence to the contrary? Accept it, Sophie. You’re a
hard worker and you’re smart, but running a business takes
more than that. You don’t have magical powers. It would be
better for everyone if you stopped acting like you did.”

She knew he was right. Maybe. “I liked you better when I
thought you were just a pretty face.”

He grinned. “I’m sure you did.”

Heather told herself there was no reason to be nervous. She’d
done the work, she knew the material, she was fine. But even
as she moved to the next slide in her PowerPoint presentation,
she felt her throat closing just enough to make it hard to speak.

She’d worked the better part of the week to get everything
right. Elliot had asked her to break down the digital marketing
plan by type—static ads versus video ads—along with where
they were placed. She knew he was trying to get Sophie to
move the advertising in-house rather than outsourcing it and
her report would be part of his pitch.

Heather had worked well into the night, collecting
information and dissecting charts and graphs. She knew the
click-through rate of every ad for the past six months and had
started dreaming about cat toys and CK-branded pet food in
her sleep. Impressing Elliot seemed unlikely but if she could
show him she was at least a little helpful, she was hoping he
would keep her on in her current position.

“As you can see, any video is more successful than any
static ad,” she said, hoping the tremor in her voice wasn’t
audible. “Ranking the videos by the amount of interaction, the
ones with real cats as opposed to cartoon cats do much better.”

She moved to the next slide. “However, there is a higher
cost associated with the live cat videos. They take a long time
to produce.”



Sophie nodded. “Cats aren’t known to be cooperative. Is
there information on the cat videos versus the kitten videos?
I’m sure there was a kitten video that was just a bunch of cute
kittens playing with a voice-over of whatever it was we were
selling. What about something like that? We could get a
camera crew in to film the kittens and then use the footage to
sell whatever we want. Everyone loves kittens.”

Elliot made a note on a legal pad. “Let’s discuss that after
we get through the deck.”

“But kittens, Elliot.”

“But information, Sophie.”

She sighed. “Fine.”

“We’re almost done,” Heather said quickly. “Just two more
slides.”

She went through them faster than she would have liked, but
she could tell Sophie was getting restless. The deck had been
sixty slides long. Was that too much? Had she gone into more
detail than necessary? She was just about to ask when Sophie
bounced to her feet.

“That was great,” she said, smiling at Heather. “I’m super
impressed with what you’re doing.”

“Thanks.” Heather glanced at Elliot but, as usual, his
expression was unreadable. Her boss was never mean or curt,
but he wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy, either. She worried that
she was always disappointing him.

Sophie waved cheerfully before ducking out of Elliot’s
office. Heather watched her go, then looked at her boss.

“What did I do wrong?” she asked, her voice quiet and more
tentative than she would have liked.

“You need to tailor your presentations to the audience.
While you need to get the information across, you have to be
aware of who you’re speaking to. Sophie wants to know
everything that’s happening at CK but her time is limited and
she’s always thinking of ten things at once.”

“Too much detail and too many slides in the deck?”



Elliot nodded, then glanced at his watch. “Go get some
lunch,” he told her. “Then you can start cataloging the ads
scheduled to go out in the next thirty days. I want to review
them before we give the final okay. I still think we could be
doing better.”

Heather thought about saying she didn’t need lunch—that
she could just keep working. Only she was hungry and tired.
The late nights were getting to her.

She collected notes on the presentation and her laptop and
took both to her office, then headed for the break room. She
was halfway to the refrigerator where she’d stored her lunch
when she realized her mother was at one of the tables.

Despite living in the same house, they hadn’t seen much of
each other lately, which meant Heather had no idea of her
mother’s mood.

Fortunately, Amber gave her a pleasant smile. “There you
are. I wondered if you’d moved off the island. Did Sophie tell
you? I’m in shipping now. It’s really interesting work. People
buy the strangest things. There’s a throw that costs seventy-
five dollars. Can you believe it? Who would pay that? It’s a
throw.”

Heather got her lunch out of the refrigerator. She’d been
planning to eat in her office, but wasn’t sure she could figure
out how to say that so she took a seat across from her mother.

“It’s oversize and has a special design,” Heather said. “Plus,
the CK logo is woven into the pattern.”

“Still. It’s a ridiculous amount if you ask me. A lot of the
items are very expensive. It seems to me customers would like
to find them somewhere else cheaper.”

At first, the words seemed casual, but as Heather took a bite
of her sandwich, they took on a different meaning.

Her mother wouldn’t… Couldn’t…

No, she told herself. There was no way she would steal from
Sophie and then sell online. Even she wouldn’t go that far.
Amber wasn’t a hard worker, but Heather didn’t think she’d
ever been that level of dishonest.



Something not to think about, she told herself.

“I’m glad you’re liking your new job,” she said. “The
warehouse is a great place to work. Bear really knows his
stuff.”

Amber sighed. “He does not understand the meaning of the
word break, but I’m working on teaching him.”

Heather didn’t think that was going to go well. “I’m glad
Sophie moved her company here and we both got jobs with
her.”

“Of course we have jobs with her. We’re her family. She has
a responsibility to give us jobs. She should be paying us more,
though, if you ask me.”

“Mom, it doesn’t work that way.”

“Well, it should.”

Heather took another bite of her sandwich. She didn’t want
to fight—not again. There were more important things to deal
with, like the fact that they were going to have to go look for
an apartment.

“At least we’re both working,” she said. “So we can be
saving for the apartment. It’s going to be expensive to move.”

“Heather, you’re being ridiculous. We’re not moving. My
mother is just having one of her fits. It will pass. Trust me on
this. I know what I’m talking about.”

“But, Mom, she said—”

Amber rolled her eyes. “Stop it. We’ll be fine. You’ll see.”



Chapter Fourteen

Tina Castillo looked efficient. She was of average height,
with brown hair and eyes, and she exuded confidence and
sensibility. Her résumé was impressive and although Sophie
didn’t remember much about their interview, there hadn’t been
any red flags, which was a plus.

Knowing she really needed an office manager, she’d given
Bear a list of the top three candidates and told him to have
them come back for a final interview. Then he could pick the
one he thought would do best.

He’d done as she’d asked with frightening speed. Less than
twenty-four hours later, Tina had been hired and today,
apparently, she was starting.

“I’m not sure what Bear told you about our current
circumstances,” Sophie began, wishing she could remember at
least some of the interview. She had no idea what they’d
discussed or what she’d said or any of it. Which was more
than a little embarrassing. Not to mention dumb on her part.

“I know about the fire and the move,” Tina told her. “The
company continues to grow, you don’t have enough people
and instead of focusing on leadership, you’re spending your
days putting out fires.”

Leadership? Sophie knew she was in charge, but she’d
never considered herself a leader. Which was part of the
problem, she thought, not enjoying the revelation.

“I can help,” Tina continued as she pushed up her glasses.
“Let me get the staff in place and then keep things running
smoothly. I have a lot of experience. My job will be to handle
everything so you can concentrate on taking CK Industries to
the next level. I would imagine your five-year growth plan had
to be thrown out, along with everything else the fire destroyed.
You’ll need time to get that back in place.”



Five-year growth plan? Sophie tried not to wince. She’d
never been big on plans like that. She trusted her gut, which, to
date, had not let her down.

“As I said, I want to take care of the details,” Tina told her.
“I have a lot of project management experience. I’ll put that to
good use here.” She paused. “Did you want an assistant?”

Sophie hesitated. “I’m not sure. I’ve had them before and
they never work out.”

“I thought as much.”

Sophie waited, but Tina didn’t seem inclined to say
anything else. Which meant what? Had she and Bear been
talking about her? And if so, what had they said?

“You do need someone to be in charge of your calendar and
handle the small details.” Tina nodded as she spoke. “Why
don’t I hire someone but instead of reporting to you, he or she
will report to me? I’ll take care of assigning the tasks and you
can run any problems you have through me.” Tina smiled. “I’ll
be the bad guy.”

“For both of us?”

“Very possibly.”

“It seems we have a plan.” Sophie wasn’t sure she liked the
plan, but she didn’t have a better one. She couldn’t help
thinking she was being handled—a sensation she did not enjoy
in the least.

She left Tina to get settled and walked out to the warehouse.
Maybe she could spend a couple of hours filling orders. That
always made her feel better.

She’d barely stepped foot into the shipping area when Bear
appeared at her side.

“Did you talk to Tina?” he asked. “I like her. She knows her
stuff. Try not to micromanage her, at least not the first week.”

“I don’t micromanage anyone.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s just let her get settled and start hiring the
rest of the staff. That would be a good thing for all of us.”



Bear pointed back to the offices. “Don’t you belong over
there?”

“I thought I’d help with shipping for a little while.”

Bear physically stepped in front of her. “No.”

She looked at him and narrowed her gaze. “Excuse me?”

“I said no. My department, my rules. I let you do what you
wanted the first couple of weeks because I knew you were still
dealing with the fire and everything else, but I’m done with
that. It’s my department. Either leave me alone to run it or fire
me. There’s no middle ground.”

But I need this. Words she didn’t say aloud. How on earth
was she supposed to say that the repetitive task of placing
merchandise into boxes was soothing to her? That she loved
touching all the wonderful CK items, knowing they were
going to be delivered to a happy cat in Minnesota or Florida.

Bear turned her around and gave her a little push. “You have
a nice office. Use it.”

“You’re not the boss of me,” she grumbled even as she
headed back to the other end of the warehouse.

“That’s the rumor.”

She’d barely made it to the hallway when Elliot caught up
with her.

“We have to talk.”

Ugh. It was turning out to be one of those days.

“Sure. Let’s go into my office.”

It was closer and in case Bear checked on her, she would
look busy.

She waited until Elliot was across from her to say, “So
what’s up?”

“It’s Heather.” Elliot scowled at her. “What were you
thinking? She can’t do the job you’ve given her. She has no
training, no education. She takes days to complete a task that
should take a couple of hours. She works hard, I’ll give you



that. She’s determined and smart and one day she’s going to
take the world by storm, but she does not belong in
marketing.”

“But she had such great ideas about our products.”

“My aunt Ida has lots of great ideas about everything. That
doesn’t mean I’m going to hire her. Sophie, I have no idea
what’s going on with you, but this is no way to run a company.
You were impulsive, giving Heather the job. You dumped her
on me without talking to me first and now there’s a problem.
The part I don’t understand is I think you care about Heather.”

“What? Of course I do. I’ve known her all my life. She’s
family. I love her.”

“Then why did you do this to her?”

“I was helping. I wanted something better for her.” She
didn’t like how the conversation was going. “I did a good
thing. This job pays more than the one in shipping and you
said she’s capable. Can’t you teach her what she needs to
know?”

“This isn’t a continuing education center. I am trying to get
a handle on the marketing plan you had for CK.”

Elliot leaned back in his chair and studied her. “You’re a
mess, aren’t you? You spend your day doing every job but
your own and God help us if you see something shiny because
you’ll be racing after it with no thought to whether or not it
makes sense for the business.”

His words were a hard slap across the face. Humiliation
burned hot inside and out and she had no idea what to say to
him.

“I’m not going to fire Heather,” he told her, apparently
unaware that she was seconds away from an emotional
meltdown. “The mistake is yours, not hers. I’ll find work for
her that she can do. In the meantime, don’t hire anyone else for
me. I’m working the problem.”

He paused. “Sophie, I know you mean well, but you have to
think before you act. You’re not doing Heather or anyone else
any favors when you give them a job they can’t handle. It’s not



going to end well for anyone, and everyone ends up feeling
stupid. How’s it going with your hunt for a sales manager?”

“I’m still looking.”

“Until you get one hired, I’ll put together some basic sales
reports. Then we can talk numbers and targets. Anything
else?”

She shook her head. Elliot rose and walked out of her office.

She stared after him, doing her best to stay in control. Part
of her wanted to go after him and point out that it was her
company and she could do what she wanted, only she wasn’t
sure that was the smart solution. Elliot hadn’t been mean. He’d
been blunt. Even more significant, she had a feeling he wasn’t
wrong—about any of it. Or her.

Pillows flew across the bedroom.

“Na-uh,” JJ yelled. “Take it back.”

“I won’t,” Grant shouted back. “You were talking to a girl. I
saw you. You turned all red. JJ has a girlfriend!”

The last sentence was delivered in a singsong tone. Kristine,
standing in the hallway, unashamedly eavesdropping, knew it
was time to intervene. Or at least offer a distraction. Bedtime
was only an hour away, and letting emotions get out of hand
would mean a difficult night for all of them.

She walked into the bedroom just as a pillow flew toward
the door. She caught it and smiled at her children.

“I’m happy to know you’re not too old for a pillow fight,”
she said as if she didn’t know there was more going on.

“Mom, JJ was talking to a girl,” Grant began.

JJ started for his brother. Kristine grabbed him by the back
of his collar and brought him to a halt.

“I believe we all talk to girls,” she said calmly. “And boys.
Sometimes I talk to my cookies when I’m baking them.
Communication is always a plus. Now, who’s ready for some



reading? I believe we were about to start book three and we all
know that’s my favorite.”

She and the boys were reading the Harry Potter series.
They’d seen the movies and she’d read the books to them
before, but she was trying something new. Starting with the
first book, each of her sons read a chapter aloud at bedtime.
Grant was finally reading well enough to join in and she
wanted to make reading a positive experience for all of them.
Jaxsen wasn’t much of a reader, so he never participated.

Not a huge surprise, she thought, picking up Harry Potter
and the Prisoner of Azkaban. Jaxsen rarely did anything he
didn’t like.

She felt herself heading down a familiar mental path and
managed to put on the brakes. While the boys scrambled to
brush their teeth and put on pj’s, she walked into the master
bedroom and got on the bed. She sat up against the headboard,
the book in her lap.

She and Jaxsen were in a better place and she should be
happy about that. The fact that she’d let the whole virgin thing
go was the main reason, but she’d known she needed her
emotional energy to focus on what she wanted to do with the
bakery.

She was working hard on her business plan, figuring out a
schedule for when she would work and had even talked to her
mother-in-law about whether or not she could help a little
more with the boys.

Every now and then she thought about the brief kiss with
Bruno. No doubt it fell firmly in the “things not to do”
category, but she couldn’t regret it. The brief contact had given
her mental clarity when it came to exactly what she wanted
from her life, and a different man wasn’t it. Not even one with
a private jet. She wanted her husband and her boys, and she
wanted her own cookie dream. Surely that wasn’t too much to
ask.

“I’m ready,” Grant yelled, running into the room and
launching himself onto the bed. He scrambled close and
snuggled against her.



Tommy and JJ joined them, Tommy leaning against her
other side while JJ stretched across the foot of the bed.

Contentment filled her. This was right, she thought. This
was what made her happy. And it was only going to get better.

“I think it’s my turn,” she said, opening the book.

“It is,” Tommy told her and yawned. “I like it best when
you read to us.”

“Me, too,” Grant said. JJ nodded.

“Thank you. I like listening to all of you, so it’s good we
take turns. All right. New adventure for our boy, Harry.” She
turned to the first page and began to read.

Spring in the Pacific Northwest could be cold and dreary but
every now and then, there was a perfect day. Sunday afternoon
Heather sat on the beach down by the park, enjoying the sun
and the seventy-degree temperatures. The peninsula across the
water stood out in sharp relief against the deep blue sky.
Waves lapped at the shore. There were tourists, but not enough
to get in the way.

Gina lay on her side, baby Noah propped up against her.
The little boy was moving his bright yellow truck back and
forth on the large beach blanket, making spluttering noises and
crashing it into a big green rabbit. Daphne, back from the
University of Washington for the weekend, was stretched out
on a towel. She had on shorts and a bikini top and swore she
could feel herself getting a tan.

“I don’t think you can actually get a tan until like May,”
Gina told her. “We’re too far north.”

“I don’t care what science tells us,” Daphne said with a
laugh. “I’m going to will it to happen.”

“As long as college is opening your mind,” Heather teased.

She was enjoying an afternoon off from her various jobs
and was hanging out with her friends—both were rare and she
was determined to enjoy every second.



Daphne’s cell phone rang. Without bothering to open her
eyes, she pushed a button, sending the call to voice mail.

“Trouble with the boy?” Gina asked, her voice teasing.

“Some. Things are ending and he wants to keep talking
about it.”

“A man who wants to communicate,” Heather said with a
laugh. “No wonder you don’t want to be with him. It’s a
nightmare.”

Daphne wrinkled her nose. “It’s not the talking. It’s just
we’re too different. I’m into protecting the environment as
much as the next person but Donnie wants to start a petition
that says students in on-campus housing can only shower once
a week.” She opened her eyes and looked at them. “To save
water.”

“Okay, that’s a total deal-breaker,” Gina told her. “But I
thought you were dating Russell.”

“That was last week.” Heather’s voice was a mock whisper.
“And before that it was Kanye.”

Daphne grinned. “You know it. I like to keep my options
open.”

Which sounded like fun, Heather thought, wishing she’d
been able to swing UW and being a full-time student.
Eventually, she promised herself. She was saving money as
fast as she could. Once they got the house/apartment situation
settled, she was going to put together a timeline so she could
leave Blackberry Island. Moving to Boise still made the most
sense. It was a lot cheaper than Seattle and being that far from
her mother sounded heavenly.

“How’s it going working for your aunt?” Daphne asked.
“My mom was telling me people are really excited about
having CK Industries opening up. The jobs are supposed to be
really good.”

“I’m loving it. I’m working in marketing and I’m learning a
ton.” She still wasn’t sure what Elliot thought of her, but so far
he’d kept her on and she was working hard to prove herself to
him.



“I wonder if they have any part-time work,” Gina said, her
voice tentative. “Not that I know what I’d do with Noah.” She
lightly touched her son’s head. “My parents both work and my
in-laws live too far away to help on a daily basis.”

Heather knew better than to suggest Gina hire a babysitter
or put Noah in day care. Those costs would be nearly as much
as Gina would make.

Daphne sat up. “Changing the subject. We need to plan a
road trip. Summer’s not that far away. If we want to do
something, we should decide now.”

“Road trip?” Gina sounded doubtful. “I don’t think I could
do that. Not with Noah.”

“Sure you could.” Daphne held up a finger. “Call your in-
laws and set it up with them. We’ll drop off Noah on our way
out of town.” She held up a second finger. “Do not say Quincy
can’t survive without you. The man will be totally fine. Even
better, he’ll miss you and wouldn’t that be nice?”

She turned to Heather. “I’m thinking Cannon Beach. We
could rent a place, just the three of us. Not on the beach, but
close. Come on. Say yes. It will be a blast.”

It would be, Heather thought wistfully. Getting away,
hanging out with her friends, just like back in high school.

“I have work.” And an apartment to deal with and other
dreams that didn’t have room for a getaway.

“I couldn’t leave Noah overnight,” Gina added. “It would be
too hard.”

“Seriously?” Daphne stared at them. “This is your answer?
Do you two even remember you’re only twenty? Come on. We
have our whole lives to be mature and do the right thing. Let’s
have fun.”

Gina’s expression tightened. “I’m married, with a child. I
have responsibilities.”

Daphne grabbed her T-shirt and pulled it on. “I don’t get it,”
she said as she stood. “When did you both decide to give up
on our friendship? I understand you have responsibilities. I



understand not everyone gets someone to pay for their college,
but that doesn’t mean every second has to be a grind.” She
stood and picked up her bag. “Call me when you’re ready to
be fun again.”

“Daphne, don’t be like that,” Heather said. “Please. We’re
friends. I know things are different, but that doesn’t have to
change things. We can still have fun together.”

“Doing what?”

“Hanging out like this.” She motioned to the beach. “It’s a
beautiful day and we haven’t seen each other in forever. I’m
sorry about the trip, but that shouldn’t change things between
us.”

Daphne hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. You’re right. Sorry I
overreacted. I’m getting a soda. Anyone want anything?”

“I’m good,” Gina told her.

“I’ll take one.”

Daphne headed for the snack stand in the park. When she
was out of earshot, Gina leaned close.

“She’s really immature.”

Heather thought about Daphne’s suggestion they go away
for a few days. It wasn’t an extraordinary idea. Hanging out in
Cannon Beach was actually kind of low-key. They would have
had fun, and getting away would be nice. It just wasn’t
possible.

“I’m not sure it’s immature so much as normal,” Heather
admitted. “We’re only twenty, Gina. Maybe we’re the ones out
of step, not her.”



Chapter Fifteen

Sophie couldn’t remember ever preparing for an interview
before. When she’d first started CK, she’d hired people she
knew. When new people were needed, she’d put ads online.
Eventually, she’d started using employment agencies and
online apps. But this time was different.

She’d first heard about Maggie Heredia at an industry
conference. One of Sophie’s competitors had been bragging
about a double-digit increase in sales. At the time, when CK
was growing faster than they could keep up, that hadn’t been
an impressive number, but in the past couple of years, as the
company had conquered all the easy markets, Sophie had
remembered the name and had started keeping track of Maggie
online.

She knew Maggie Heredia was married, with two kids. The
family currently lived in Denver, and her husband worked
from home. Happy news that meant moving to Blackberry
Island wasn’t a big deal for him. The kids were a slightly
bigger problem, but Sophie had dug up information on the
local schools and had been delighted to learn that Blackberry
Island Elementary was one of the top five schools in the state.
The high school just off the island was equally well regarded.

Sophie had put all that information in a brightly colored
folder. She’d also done her best to find out what she thought
Maggie was currently making and increased the amount by 20
percent. She put together a relocation package, along with the
details on the company’s health plan and 401(k). Then she’d
read a dozen articles on hiring at the executive level, spent
extra time on her hair and makeup, and had actually worn a
suit to the office. Ridiculous, but desperate times and all that.

Now, waiting for Maggie to arrive, Sophie paced the length
of the warehouse, her high heels clicking on the concrete floor.

Bear watched her for a couple of minutes before falling into
step with her.



“Nervous?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Yup.”

“I want to hire this woman. She’s great at sales and she’s
worked with a distributor I’ve been trying to court for three
years. It’s so frustrating. He gets product in stores. I have
products. Why does it have to be so hard?”

“He doesn’t like what you have.”

She stopped and put her hands on her hips. “You don’t
know that.”

“Of course I do. Why else wouldn’t he take you on? He
obviously thinks he won’t make money with our inventory.
What’s his area of expertise?”

“Upscale cat boutiques.”

Bear winced. “I really miss working in fruit.”

“Cats are a multibillion-dollar business.”

“So’s fruit.”

She felt herself relax as she smiled. “You’re a weird old
man.”

“That isn’t news for either of us.” He nodded toward the
open warehouse door. “A rental car just parked out there. You
might want to get up front to greet your recruit.”

Sophie pressed a hand to her stomach. “It’s going to be fine.
Tell me it’s going to be fine.”

“You’ll do what you always do, Sophie. You’re a force of
nature and that can’t be changed.”

She wasn’t sure that was the reassurance she was looking
for, but it was all she had time for. She hurried up front where
Tina was greeting Maggie Heredia.

The other woman was about Sophie’s age—maybe a year or
two older. She was tall, slim and blonde with an air of friendly
confidence. She looked like the sort of person you wanted to
sit next to when you didn’t know anyone at an event.



Maggie smiled and held out her hand. “The infamous
Sophie Lane. At last we meet.”

“Welcome to Blackberry Island. How was your flight?”

“Easy. Denver isn’t that far. Not like my trips to the East
Coast that chew up a whole day.”

They shook hands. Tina motioned to the offices.

“I’ve set up the conference room for you. Please let me
know if you need anything else.”

Sophie led the way to what had been an empty office just
three days ago. Thanks to Tina, a conference table and
matching chairs had been delivered yesterday morning. There
were dry-erase boards on two walls and a screen for digital
presentations.

As they walked to the table, Sophie saw Tina had left
coffee, muffins and a carafe of water. The woman was
frighteningly efficient, Sophie thought with a smile. She
would have to remember to thank her later.

Sophie sat at the head of the table. Maggie took the chair on
her right.

“Thanks for coming up here,” Sophie said. “I know you’re
happy where you are, but I’m hoping to entice you enough to
consider joining us here at CK Industries.”

Maggie leaned back in her chair. “I’ve done a lot of research
on the company. You’ve done well with what you have. You
started with nothing but a handful of cute cat videos and
created an empire. That’s impressive.”

Sophie appreciated the compliment. “Timing was a factor.
When I started posting the CK videos online, YouTube was
new and the concept of going viral had yet to become
mainstream. Today CK’s antics would just be part of the
background noise.”

“True, but you knew enough to capitalize on what you had.
A lot of people would have missed the opportunity.” Maggie’s
gaze moved around the room. “Having said that, you’re
missing plenty of opportunities now. My guess is you’re



running out of low-hanging fruit and now you’re scrambling to
keep the company growing. In a crowded market, CK is
having trouble differentiating itself.”

Maggie returned her attention to Sophie and smiled. “Why
buy a CK-branded item when I get a Martha Stewart one for
the same price or even cheaper? In the big pet stores you’re
competing with a hundred other brands and the boutique stores
won’t touch you.”

Sophie felt her chest getting tight. Maggie’s assessment was
both harsh and accurate, and she didn’t like either one.

“I’ve tried to get into the boutiques but I can’t get a meeting
with the distributors.”

“I know. That’s because you don’t have anything interesting
to sell them. You can buy cat litter pretty much anywhere.
You’re not going to make it on cat litter.”

“Cat litter pays the bills.”

“Not all of them. You’re obviously creative. Why don’t you
have products that are unique to CK Industries?”

“I’ve tried.” More than once, Sophie thought grimly. “The
so-called artists aren’t all that fun to work with. They’re
demanding, expensive and unreliable.”

“Then you’re talking to the wrong ones.”

Sophie suddenly remembered all the articles she’d read
about interviewing. She was supposed to be directing the
conversation, asking questions and listening to the answers.
Somehow she’d gotten off track with Maggie.

“I want to take CK to the next level,” she said. “Sales isn’t
my area of expertise.”

“I’m sure you have ideas about how the sales department is
supposed to work.” Maggie smiled. “You’ve gotten this far
without a sales manager.”

“I’m ready for that to change. You’d have complete
control.” Sophie decided she didn’t care about the stupid
articles. She wanted Maggie and she was determined to get
her. “I know you have a family. I grew up here and it’s a



wonderful place for kids. Housing is reasonable and I’m
prepared to offer a generous relocation package.”

Maggie reached for her cup of coffee. “All right. Tell me
about the island.”

Kristine hadn’t physically seen Sophie since the “I slept with
Jaxsen” confession, although they’d talked and texted
regularly. Any concerns she’d had about feeling awkward or
upset disappeared the second Sophie spotted her in the CK
offices. Her cousin made a beeline for her and hugged her
tight.

“I love you so much,” Sophie murmured. “Thank you for
coming to see me.”

Kristine hugged her back and laughed. “I’m the one who
asked for the meeting.”

“Still, you’re here and sometimes that’s enough. It’s been a
tough week.” Sophie led her into her office where they took
seats. “So what’s up?”

Kristine held out a folder, telling herself that even if Sophie
hated it, she would have information. A starting point mattered
and she valued her cousin’s opinion. Sophie would never hurt
her or be mean. She had to trust herself to handle whatever she
was told.

“It’s a business plan to open the old Blackberry Island
Bakery,” she said. “I want to bake my cookies and brownies
there. I’ll continue to sell to the wineries, of course, as well as
in the store. I’ll also offer shipping. I’ve researched the price
of remodeling the space. I have projected costs and sales
figures.”

Sophie smiled. “Look at you. That’s very entrepreneurial.”

“I hope. And just to be clear, I’m not here for money. I’m
self-funding. I want to use the inheritance from my
grandmother and take fifteen thousand from our line of credit
on the house.” She pointed to the folder. “Repaying that line of
credit is in my budget, too.”



Something Jaxsen would insist on, she thought. Assuming
he agreed to the plan in the first place.

Cart, meet horse, she reminded herself. First, she wanted
Sophie’s opinion on the plan. Her cousin had created CK
Industries from nothing. If Sophie thought the plan was a good
one, then Kristine would approach Jaxsen. Being able to say
Sophie thought it was viable would make a difference.

“I want you to look at my plan and tell me if it seems viable
and if I forgot anything significant.”

Her cousin opened the folder and flipped through the pages.
“I can read this right now, if you want to wait.”

“I’d prefer that.”

“Go get a cup of coffee and come back in twenty minutes.”

Kristine nodded and stepped out into the hall, careful to
close Sophie’s door behind her. She glanced at her watch and
marked the time, then walked toward what she thought was the
break room.

She passed several offices. There were more people
working here than the last time she’d stopped by. She spotted
Heather typing intently on a computer and smiled. One day
Heather was going to rule the world—assuming she ever got
off the island and away from Amber.

Kristine realized she hadn’t heard anything about the state
of the house sale. Maybe Aunt Sonia had changed her mind.

She walked toward the warehouse and saw that a big
eighteen-wheeler had arrived with a delivery. People were
busy unloading the truck. A forklift moved pallets wrapped in
plastic while in the shipping department, three people were
busy filling boxes.

She watched the bustle in the warehouse until the twenty
minutes had passed, then returned to Sophie’s office. Her
cousin met her at the door and dragged her to her chair.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were so smart?” Sophie
returned to her own chair and grinned. “Your plan is great.
You’ve thought of everything. You know about business



insurance and getting the right inspections. How long have
you been working on this?”

“A while. You really think it makes sense?”

“It’s brilliant. You have reserves for cost overruns on your
remodel. The cash flow is conservative. I’ve been running CK
since I was in college and I don’t think I could have put
together a business plan this complete. You’re ready. Do it.
Really. You have to do this.”

Kristine smiled. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

More than a lot. She felt lighter and happier and
empowered.

“What’s the next step?” Sophie asked. “Sign the lease? You
want to get that place before someone else does.”

“I need to talk to Jaxsen.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “This is why I’m never getting
married again. I don’t want some man getting between me and
what I want.”

“Somehow I doubt that would happen, even if you were
married.”

“You’re probably right. Anyway, talk to Jaxsen. He’s a good
guy—he’ll be on board with this. You’ve really thought it
through, Kristine. People come to me all the time with crazy-
ass ideas. Most of them are a disaster. But this one is terrific.
You should be proud of yourself.”

“Thank you.” Kristine collected the folder. She was happy
and scared and excited. And a little in shock.

“You look stunned,” Sophie told her. “Even I think my
opinion matters, but you’re taking it a little too far.”

Kristine laughed. “It’s not that, although I really appreciate
you telling me what you think. It’s just I’ve realized I’m out of
excuses. Now I have to do this.”

“Have to or want to?”

Kristine thought for a second, then laughed. “Have to, want
to, need to. All of them. It’s time. I’m going to make this



happen.”

Sophie knew the last thing she needed right now was more
responsibility but the pleading in Jessica’s voice was difficult
to ignore.

“I know what I’m asking,” the animal shelter volunteer told
her. “But I’m willing to beg if that makes a difference.”

“You don’t have to beg.”

Sophie thought about the third bedroom in her rental. She
hadn’t taken out any furniture and she wasn’t sure when she
would have time to do that.

“I’ll bring her to you. I’ll bring the supplies. We are totally
out of room and this is a genuine emergency.”

Sophie nodded before she spoke. “All right. You can bring
her by. What’s her name?”

“Mrs. Bennet. From—”

“I know what it’s from. Hopefully, all the kittens will be
girls. I really don’t want to have to call a kitten Mr. Darcy.”

They agreed that Sophie would meet Jessica at five.

Sophie got home a few minutes early. Since giving birth,
Lily had free rein of the house, but while a new pregnant cat
was moving in, Lily would need to be confined. Sophie
greeted her mama cat and explained about their new
roommate.

“The shelter is overwhelmed,” she said, wrestling the
mattress off the bed and leaning it up against the wall. “They
needed another foster parent so I said yes. I hope you don’t
mind sharing.”

Lily rubbed against her leg, purring as she moved. Sophie
assumed that was feline approval. “I told her this is my
absolute limit. Two adult females and their kittens is about all
I can handle and I don’t want to test my landlord’s patience.”



She left the box spring in place and covered it with several
sheets, then opened the closet doors for the litter box and
brought in a large box, similar to the one Lily had used for her
crew.

Right on time, someone rang the doorbell.

Lily bolted for her bedroom. Sophie closed the door behind
her before letting in Jessica. The volunteer had a large carrier
in one hand and an empty litter box in the other.

“I can’t thank you enough,” she said as she hurried inside.
“We had three more pregnant cats dropped off today and
there’s nowhere to put them. Mrs. Bennet has been checked
out by the vet. She’s fairly far along so should be giving birth
in the next few days.”

Sophie was hoping for a little more time for them to get
acquainted but it didn’t seem that was going to happen.

Together they carried in all the supplies. Once the litter box
was filled and the food and water were in place, Jessica
thanked Sophie again before hurrying out to her car. Sophie sat
on the floor by the carrier and unlatched the door.

“Hello, Mrs. Bennet. I’m Sophie. There’s another cat
staying with me. You’ll meet Lily later.”

Mrs. Bennet’s answer was a loud, unhappy yowl. She stayed
where she was in the back of the carrier and hissed.

“It’s okay,” Sophie told her. “I’d be scared, too. I’ll just
leave you to get settled.”

She used an old towel to anchor the crate door open so the
cat wouldn’t get trapped inside, then went out, carefully
closing the bedroom door behind her. She checked on Lily,
who was watching, wide-eyed.

“Yes, that was another cat. She’s here and she’s not very
happy.”

Another yowl cut through the house. Lily looked in the
direction of the noise before hurrying to her kittens. She
jumped into the box and did a nose count before lying down so
they could snack.



Sophie fed Lily, then cooked a frozen dinner for herself.
While it heated and over the meal, she reviewed expenses for
the past six weeks, wincing at the cost of new shelving and
desks and everything else they’d needed to get the business up
and running. Yes, the insurance check covered it all, but she
still hated the idea of spending money on fixtures and
furniture.

Around seven she decided to check on her new guest. Mrs.
Bennet had moved to the big box Sophie had placed in the
corner. Three tiny kittens were huddled next to their mother
and as Sophie knelt on the floor next to the box, a fourth was
born.

Mrs. Bennet immediately went to work, licking it all over,
nosing it until it gave a little squeak of protest. Sophie’s chest
tightened as she watched the skinny tabby guide the newborn
to her belly where the kitten latched on.

“You must have been in labor when Jessica brought you
here,” Sophie whispered. “I’m sorry you had to go through
that. You’ll be safe here. I’ll take care of you and your babies
until they’re old enough to be adopted.”

She shifted to a sitting position, not sure how to tell when
Mrs. Bennet was done giving birth or what she should do to
help. She pulled out her phone and read a couple of articles
and thought about the “birthing kit” she’d left in the garage.
Not that there seemed to be anything for her to do.

About thirty minutes later another kitten was born. Sophie
waited anxiously until she heard the tiny squeak that
announced it was alive. Once it was nursing, Mrs. Bennet
seemed to relax, as if she was done for the night. Sophie
waited another half hour before checking to see if there were
any discarded kittens in the corner of the box. Luckily, all the
kittens had been born alive.

Around eight thirty, Mrs. Bennet got up to use the litter box
and drink some water. Sophie put on plastic gloves and moved
the kittens to a warm towel while she cleaned up the box. She
put down fresh bedding and returned the kittens just as Mrs.



Bennet finished eating a little dry food. The thin tabby paused
by Sophie and looked at her.

“You did great,” Sophie told her. “You’re a good mom.” She
reached out to pet the cat and was surprised when Mrs. Bennet
leaned into her and started purring.

When the cat returned to her family, Sophie stood and
backed out of the bedroom.

“I’ll check on you in a few hours,” she told the cat.

She made sure the door was shut, then let out Lily, who
wanted to sniff all around the second bedroom door. Sophie
left her to her explorations, showered and was in bed by nine
thirty.

She woke twice in the night, checked on Mrs. Bennet and
finally got up at four. She fed both mama cats, cleaned out the
litter boxes, then dressed and was at the office before five. By
six she’d left her jumbo sticky notes everywhere and was
already unloading a shipment that had arrived after she’d left.
Because it was always something, wasn’t it?



Chapter Sixteen

Heather hated herself for even going into the garage, but she
had to know. Even as she told herself there was no way Amber
would take stuff from the CK warehouse and sell it online, she
shifted boxes and looked on shelves and behind old bicycles.

Over the years the garage had turned into a giant storage
area-slash-junk room. If no one knew where to put something,
it went into the garage. Christmas ornaments butted up against
a broken toaster oven that really should have been tossed ages
ago.

Heather poked through the most likely hiding spaces,
knowing her mother wouldn’t be interested in making more
work for herself. She didn’t find anything, which was both
good and bad. She told herself maybe that meant Amber
wasn’t stealing from her cousin’s company and she should be
happy about that. The worry was either Amber was better at
hiding her crime than Heather thought or Heather was a
hideous daughter for even considering the possibility that her
mother was a thief.

She retreated to the house. She would assume her mother
wasn’t stealing and accept she was an awful person. In a way
the guilt would be easier to deal with than Amber’s life of
crime. To be honest, if she had found out Amber was taking
stuff from CK, Heather had no idea what she would have done
about it.

She walked into the kitchen and found her mother waiting
for her. Guilt flared, making her stumble as she struggled for
an excuse for what she’d been doing.

“I was looking at the garage,” she managed. “In case, um,
oh! The house being sold. We’re going to have to empty it.
That’s going to be a big job. I wonder if we should have a
garage sale.”



Amber waved off her comment. “My mother isn’t going to
sell the house. Come see what I’ve been doing. You’re not the
only one who’s creative. In fact, any skills you have now, you
got from me. God knows your biological father was useless.”

She opened the door to their small craft room. “Look!”

The space was a cross between a glorified closet and a tiny
bedroom. Years ago Heather’s stepfather had installed long
counters and shelves on the walls. There were bins for yarn
and fabrics, drawers for all kinds of notions, and good lighting.

When Heather had been little, she and her mom had often
made things together. Amber had been the one to teach her to
knit and crochet and even quilt. The two of them had haunted
garage sales, looking for inexpensive lamps they could fix up
and make pretty again, or items that just needed a quick coat
of paint to be serviceable.

Somehow all that had gotten lost, Heather thought. She
supposed it had started after the divorce. Amber had been
angry and bitter, and the closeness and fun had faded.

Amber pointed to several pillows on the long table. “See
what I did? I downloaded the CK logo onto a thumb drive,
then took it over to that craft store on the mainland. They
printed it out on fabric for me. It’s really cheap and easy. Then
I made the pillows.”

Amber smiled. “I’m going to talk to Sophie about these
tomorrow. They’re going to sell really well, don’t you think?
The colors are so bright and pretty.”

Heather stared at the pillows. They were about eighteen
inches square, done in a plain muslin, with the CK logo right
in the middle. There was a rainbow of colors and the pillows
looked all right. It was just—who would want CK logo pillows
in their house?

“I’m thinking she should charge fifty dollars,” Amber said
happily. “I’ll get half of that at least.”

“Half?”

“It’s my idea.”



“Yes, but the pillows have to be made. Sophie’s profit on a
single pillow isn’t going to be twenty-five dollars.”

“Oh, well, we’ll work out something. This is going to be a
great moneymaker.” She put her arm around Heather. “With
your grandmother being so selfish and Sophie treating us like
employees, we’re going to have to make sure we’re taking
care of ourselves. There’s no one to rescue you, Heather. You
have to remember that.”

While the advice had merit, Heather couldn’t escape the
irony of it coming from her mother.

“I wish you’d marry someone with money,” Amber said,
walking over to pick up one of the pillows and admire her
work. “Not that there are a lot of rich guys on the island.
Dugan has something going on but he’s too old for you.”

“And he’s dating Sophie.”

Amber brushed that bit of news away with a flick of her
fingers. “You’re younger. That always wins. You were dating
that guy in high school. His parents only own a grocery store,
which isn’t real money, but maybe you could get back together
with him.”

“He’s away at college.”

“So text him. Heather, seriously, you’ve got to be willing to
do the work. Before I knew what a loser your stepfather was, I
put in the effort to land him. Let me tell you. It turned out to
be a waste of time, but the point is I did the work. You should
learn from that.”

Amber stroked the pillow. “Even just ten dollars a pillow
would add up. If we could sell what, five hundred a week? A
thousand?” She laughed. “I could tell my mother to shove her
sorry house and get something really nice. And a new car.”

“You just got a new car.” Heather told herself not to think
about how the down payment had depleted her savings
account.

“No,” Amber corrected. “I bought a used car. I’ve never had
a new car. I’d like one. I’m going to talk to Sophie in the



morning.” Her smile faded as her eyes narrowed. “This is my
idea, Heather. Not yours. I’ll be the one benefiting from it.”

The unfairness of the comment hit Heather like a slap. She
took a step back, opened her mouth, then closed it. She
shouldn’t be surprised and yet she was. Painfully so.

“You always are, Mom,” she said, her tone bitter. “You
always are.”

Staring out at the view of the Sound from Dugan’s family
room didn’t help Sophie’s mood—nor did the fact that she had
nine adorable kittens in her house. Even a 10 percent spike in
weekly sales, probably thanks to Elliot’s targeted marketing,
did nothing to calm her down or restore balance.

“I can’t believe it!” Sophie fumed for the eighth time. She
turned to glare at Dugan. “I hate her. Hate her!”

Dugan sat on one of the stools by the large kitchen island.
His posture was relaxed as he picked up the beer he’d opened
when she’d arrived. Her own drink—she couldn’t even
remember what it was—sat across from him. She should
probably go sit down and chug whatever alcohol there was. It
might help. Or she could just throw something out the
window.

“I was perfect,” Sophie said, her voice slightly above
conversational level. “Did I tell you that?”

“You did.”

“I told her about the damn school districts. I offered her a
relocation package.” Sophie paced toward him. “I showed her
house listings. I said it was her department and she could have
free rein.” She planted her hands on her hips. “I gave that bitch
free rein and she didn’t take the job.”

Dugan’s eyes crinkled slightly as if he was trying not to
smile.

“What?” she demanded. “You think this is funny? It’s not
funny. It’s awful. I hate her.”



“Then it’s good she’s not going to work for you. It’s tough
to have an employee you hate.”

She glared at him. “You’re not helping.”

“You don’t want to be helped. You want to be pissed and
find a reason that has nothing to do with what really happened.
You want to blame her and be the victim, then go on doing
what you’ve been doing all along with the occasional pause to
wonder why both you and your company are stuck.”

“You couldn’t be more wrong,” she told him. “None of that
is true. Although I am the victim and she just passed up an
amazing opportunity.”

“Sure she did.” He sipped his beer again.

She paced to the window and back, stopping a little closer
to him. The smug I know something you don’t know attitude
was so annoying, she thought, wondering why she’d ever
thought he was good-looking. Because he wasn’t. He was a
sanctimonious dodo head who did yoga. Or Tai Chi. Big
whoop.

“You don’t know anything,” she said, moving to the other
side of the island and picking up her drink.

“That may be true.” Dugan turned on the stool so he was
facing her. “But here’s what I do know. Maggie Heredia spent
a few minutes online doing a little research on you and your
company. She read a lot of posts from former employees who
said you were a nightmare to work for. That your idea of
collaboration is being told you’re amazing. Good people need
to be challenged. Great people want to change the world. You
don’t want anyone but yourself doing either.”

“Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes. “That is total crap.”

“Have you ever looked yourself up online?”

“No. Why would I? And when would I find the time?”

“You should make the time.” He put down his beer and
leaned toward her, his expression oddly kind. “I find you
totally adorable, but not everyone does. Want to know the real
problem?”



No, she did not, thank you very much. There wasn’t a real
problem. There was just a stupid salesperson who wouldn’t
know a real opportunity if it bit her on the ass. Only somehow
Sophie couldn’t seem to say that and even though she didn’t
want to, she found herself muttering, “What’s the real
problem?”

“You’re a control freak with a God complex. You don’t hire
the right people for the job, so you’re constantly having to
correct what they do, which feeds the mythology that you’re
some kind of genius and the rest of the world can barely get
by.”

He raised one shoulder. “You got lucky at the beginning and
you ran with it. You’ve made smart decisions, but now the
company is just big enough that you can’t control it all. Worse,
to grow the way you want, you’re going to have to give up
even more control. And the hell of it is, you already know all
this. It keeps you up nights. If you’re not in charge, then is CK
really yours? It’s the Maggie conundrum. You want her
because you know she’s the best, yet being who you are, you
can’t possibly get her to work for you. Even if you did get her,
you’d screw it up inside of a month. You can’t help yourself.”

She felt her mouth drop open. His words battered her,
exposing her greatest fears until she was totally naked before
him. She wanted to run, wanted to scream, but she could only
stand there waiting for the earth to swallow her whole.

“Bear likes you,” he continued, obviously unwilling to cut
her even the slightest of breaks and leave her alone so she
could figure out how to counter his attack. “He’ll stick around
maybe six months because of that, but then he’ll be gone.
Which is too bad. I doubt you’ll ever find anyone better at
what he does and sure as hell not on this island.”

He straightened. “If you want more, surround yourself with
the best and then get the hell out of their way. That’s my
advice. Which is free, by the way.”

“Free?” she shrieked, knowing she was being defensive and
not caring. “Free? Who cares if it’s free? What do you know
about me or my business or anything else? You’re no one. You



know nothing. You live in this big house and you pretend
you’re all that, but you’re not. You teach fucking yoga. You
are nothing.”

She wasn’t sure when she started crying, but suddenly there
were tears and she couldn’t breathe and she hurt all over.

“You don’t get to say what you said to me,” she told him as
she picked up her handbag and ran toward the front door. “You
don’t get to say anything.”

He caught her before she made it to her car. His strong arms
pulled her to a stop. She swung at him, desperate to get away,
but he wouldn’t let go.

“I’m not trying to hurt you,” he told her. “I’m trying to get
through to you so I can help. Do you know how frustrating it
is to see everything you’re doing wrong and have you not
listen? Dammit, Sophie, I’m trying to show you how to stop
shooting yourself in the foot.”

“Oh, please. You? Help me? Nothing in my life can be
healed by downward dog, Dugan. We’re not dealing with the
same sort of problems. You have no idea what I do in a day.
Help? No, thanks.”

“You need to stop talking before you destroy everything,”
he told her.

She looked at him and saw the good humor was long gone.
She wasn’t sure what she saw in his eyes, but it was dark and
angry. She thought maybe she’d hurt him, but she wasn’t sure
she cared. Not now when she was raw to the bone.

“You think you know everything,” he said, his tone grim.
“Guess what, Sophie. You don’t know shit. I have one more
piece of advice, which I’m sure you won’t take. Next time,
before you decide you know who I am, you might want to do a
little research of your own.”

Research? “On what?”

He released her and started back toward his house. “Look
me up. Dugan Phillips. Then we’ll talk.”

The front door closed, leaving her crying by her car.



He didn’t matter, she told herself as she climbed in and
started the engine. She hated Maggie and she hated him and
maybe everyone else. The world was stupid. All of them.
Especially Dugan. Asshole. He was some slimy asshole and
she never wanted to see him again.

“Sophie!” Heather stepped back to let her in, all the while
trying to keep the surprise out of her voice. “Did I know you
were coming by?”

Sophie hugged her as she stepped into the living room.
“Your mom asked me to stop and see her on my way home.
You didn’t know that?”

“I guess not.” Amber hadn’t said anything, which wasn’t
exactly unusual. Sophie was family, after all. But it seemed
odd she hadn’t said anything all through dinner.

“I’ll go get her,” Heather said. “Do you want anything? Diet
soda or, um, anything else?” Because except for water, there
really wasn’t anything else. Coffee, but seven forty-five at
night didn’t seem like coffee time.

“I’m good, thanks.”

Heather hesitated. Sophie seemed quiet tonight. And pale.
Heather started to ask if everything was all right, then wasn’t
sure if she should. Before she could decide, she saw her
mother heading toward the living room, several of her CK
logo pillows in her arms.

“Is she here? Good. I want to show her these. The more I
think about them, the more I know they’ll be big
moneymakers.”

Heather winced at the thought. She’d been working with
Elliot long enough to have learned that marketing and sales
weren’t as simple as they seemed. Building something did not
ensure there would be customers to buy said thing. Consumers
were picky—especially when buying something that wasn’t a
necessity. Find money for milk for your kids? Absolutely.
Spend fifty bucks on a pillow with a company logo? Unlikely.



“You have to take initiative,” her mother told her. “You
can’t wait around for someone to come along and take care of
things.”

Heather stared at her, wide-eyed. What was she supposed to
say to that? “Duh” seemed the most appropriate, but wasn’t
really a good idea.

Sophie had made herself comfortable in one of the
overstuffed chairs. Actually, Heather noticed, the chair was a
lot less overstuffed than it had been a few years ago. Now it
was only lumpy and tired-looking. Like the rest of their
furniture. But replacing anything wasn’t a priority. There was
the issue of moving, assuming they still were. She was starting
to wonder if her mother was right. After weeks of silence,
maybe Grandma had changed her mind about selling the
house.

Amber spread out the pillows on the coffee table. “I made
these,” she said. “Aren’t they nice? The different colors. I
didn’t use an expensive fabric because they’re samples and I
was using my own money. For the company, you’ll want
something really nice, but it has to wear, too. I’ll let you figure
that out.”

Sophie looked confused. “Figure out what?”

“How to manufacture the pillows. They’re my idea, so I
know I get a cut of the profits. I’m thinking fifty percent but
we can negotiate.”

Sophie looked from the pillows to her cousin and back.
“You want me to sell these?”

“Not these. They’re mine.” Amber smiled. “Of course if
you want to reimburse me for the materials and pay me for my
time, you can have them.”

Sophie frowned. “We’ve tried selling CK logo pillows and
they didn’t go over well at all. We ended up having to use
them as a gift with purchase. It’s too bad. I thought they were a
good idea, too. But the customers didn’t agree.”

Amber’s shoulders slumped. “But I made these. I bought the
material and everything. You have to sell them to your



customers. Maybe you were doing it wrong before. Maybe
you’d be better at it now.”

“Pillows don’t sell. Most people don’t put throw pillows
where they sit on a daily basis and when they decorate, they
don’t use logo pillows.” She paused. “We have a throw that
does well. Linens might be interesting. We’ve never done
anything with linens.”

“That’s my idea, too,” Amber said quickly. “You can’t have
it.”

“Mom!”

Amber waved her off. “Don’t interrupt. I mean it, Sophie.
The linens are my idea. Don’t think you can steal it and not
compensate me.”

Sophie looked more confused than upset. “You do realize an
idea is meaningless until it’s brought to market. There are
research costs, marketing costs. A vendor has to be found,
samples ordered. It can take months and then in the end, no
one buys it.” She turned to Heather. “Do you think I’m too
involved with the company?”

Heather had settled on the floor. Now she wished she’d
chosen the sofa, by her mom, so it would be easier to get up
and run.

“I don’t know what you’re asking,” she admitted, thinking
she really didn’t like the question.

“Dugan says…” Sophie pressed her lips together. “That’s
not important.”

“You’re right,” Amber told her firmly. “We’re talking about
my ideas and how much I get for my cut.”

“No on the pillows and the linens weren’t your idea. Or at
least not exclusively. I have notes on ideas for linens going
back three years, Amber. I’m sorry.”

Amber’s eyes filled with tears. “Why are you acting like
this? Why are you being so mean?”

“I’m not mean. I’m telling you that I—Why are you
crying?”



“Because you have everything and I have nothing. It could
have been me, you know.” Amber wiped her cheeks. “If I
hadn’t gotten pregnant, I would have been the one to go to
college. I would have found the cat and CK would be mine.”

“You going or not going to college has nothing to do with
what happened to me,” Sophie said gently. “We’re four years
apart in age. CK’s mom wasn’t even born then.”

“Then I would have found another cat.” Amber glared at
her. “I don’t understand why you think you can come around
here, lording your success over all of us. No one is impressed,
Sophie. You think you know more than everyone else, but you
don’t.”

Heather waited for Sophie to get upset or lash out, but she
only seemed to shrink a little in her chair.

“Is that what you think?” She looked from Amber to
Heather.

“No,” Heather said quickly. “Sophie, you’re amazing.
You’ve built CK from nothing. Look at where you are, and all
by yourself. You’re a role model.”

“Suck-up,” Amber grumbled.

“I’m not a suck-up.” Heather swung back to Sophie. “What
I said is true. All of it. I admire you so much.”

“She’s not all that.” Amber waved her hand. “She doesn’t
have anyone in her life.”

“None of us do.”

“Oh, I could if I wanted.” Amber sounded ridiculously
confident. “I’m just not interested in a man right now. There’s
too much going on.”

“Sophie has Dugan.”

“You always take everyone else’s side, Heather. You’re
really a wretched child, you know that?” Amber turned to
Sophie. “You should buy this house. You’ll feel better.”

Sophie’s eyes widened. “What?”



“From my mother. I don’t think she’s going to sell, but if
she decides to, you should buy it and give it to me. So I’ll have
a home to call my own. You can certainly afford it and we’re
family. You owe me, what with stealing the idea for the linens.
Plus, her selling the house is your fault.”

“Mom!”

Sophie straightened. “You’re crazy. It’s not my fault. None
of this is my fault. I’m working my ass off every single day
and all I hear is how I’m screwing things up. Well, you can
forget it. All of it.”

She sprang to her feet and raced out of the house. Heather
stood and stared after her.

“I have no idea what that was,” Amber said. “If you ask me,
she’s losing it.” She smiled at Heather. “Did you see how I put
it out there? You don’t get what you want if you don’t ask for
it. Sophie’s going to buy the house for us. You’ll see.”

“Oh, Mom.”

“Don’t ‘oh, Mom’ me. I know what I’m doing. You could
learn a lot from me.”

She was still talking when Heather headed down the hall to
her room. Something was up with Sophie, that was for sure.
But what? And what, if anything, should she do about it?

There weren’t any answers, so she pushed away the
questions. Rather than worry, she opened her laptop and
loaded the City of Boise website, then began to search for
apartments for rent.



Chapter Seventeen

Kristine had debated printing out her material and posting it
on large boards on an easel. But she wasn’t sure multicolored
pie charts would help her cause. Jaxsen was either going to
support her or he wasn’t.

She’d prepared one of his favorite dinners—pork chop
casserole—and made sure she was up-to-date on the state of
play in the basketball world to ensure fun and friendly dinner
conversation. After the boys had helped with kitchen cleanup,
she’d retreated to the basement to get set up.

Grant went up to his room while JJ and Tommy went
downstairs with her. They threw themselves on the huge
sectional, both watching her as she organized her materials on
the coffee table.

“You’re going to do great, Mom,” Tommy said. “When you
get the bakery opened, I’ll help on weekends. So I can be
saving for my car.”

Kristine smiled at him. “I really appreciate the offer, but
you’re four years away from being old enough to drive a car.”

“Time goes fast. You turn around and it’s been fifty years.”

She laughed. “Where did you read that?”

“In a book. You know the teacher still makes us read
books.”

“I heard that. Are you horrified?”

“We could download them from the library, but she wants
us to have real books you’ve gotta carry around. Just like you
do with our bedtime books. It’s so primitive.”

JJ shifted so his back pressed against the seat of the
sectional and he was staring at the ceiling, his feet high in the
air.



“I thought women weren’t supposed to be in business.” His
voice was matter-of-fact.

Kristine stared at her oldest. “What are you talking about?
Look at Sophie. She’s incredibly successful, all on her own. Of
course women can be in business. They should be. Everyone
deserves the chance to follow his or her dream.”

Where on earth had JJ heard otherwise? Before she could
ask, she saw Tommy jab his brother in the ribs and shush him.

JJ immediately looked guilty. “You’re right, Mom. It’s
going to go great.”

Right on time, Jaxsen walked downstairs. At the sight of
him, the boys headed to the main floor.

“We’ll be in our rooms,” Tommy called. “Far, far away.”

Jaxsen joined her on the sofa, his expression quizzical. “Do
they know what this meeting is about? Because I sure don’t.
You were very mysterious when you mentioned it.”

Nerves made her slightly sick to her stomach. She ignored
the sensation. She and Jaxsen were going to have a simple
discussion about something important to her. He was her
husband and he loved her—of course he would be supportive.
They would discuss his concerns and be calm and loving
toward each other. She was sure of it.

Almost.

He glanced at the folders she’d placed on the coffee table
then at her. A slow, sexy smile tugged at the corners of his
mouth.

“I get it,” he said, nodding. “You’re determined to have that
girl you always wanted. We agreed on three kids but you want
to try for a fourth. I’m game if you think we can handle it
financially. But I have to warn you—I’m not sure I have any
girl sperm in me, so you’d be taking a chance.”

“What? Another baby? Are you insane? I’ve been begging
you to get a vasectomy ever since Grant was born. At some
point I’m going to have to go off birth control. My God—
another kid? No, thank you.”



Jaxsen sat up a little straighter. “You don’t have to be so
mean about it. I thought you liked kids.”

“I do. We have three. That’s plenty.” She held up her hand
and consciously lowered her tone to something she hoped was
more warm and friendly and less horrified. “Jaxsen, I want to
talk about leasing the bakery space in town.”

She handed him one of the folders. “I’ve been working on
my business plan for a while now. When the space became
available, I went to see it and as I’d hoped, it’s perfect.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The bakery in town. The Blackberry Island Bakery. It’s
available and I want to lease it so I can move my business
there.”

He frowned. “You don’t have a business. You bake a few
cookies and sell them on weekends. That’s not a business,
that’s a hobby.” He tossed the unopened folder onto the coffee
table. “This is crazy, Kristine. You have no idea what you’re
talking about.”

His immediate dismissal shocked her. “Jaxsen, I do know
what I’m talking about. I took classes at the community
college. I’ve been working on my business plan for over two
years. I ran the numbers past Sophie and she agrees with me.”

He rolled his eyes. “Oh, well, if Sophie says it’s okay, then
who am I to disagree?”

She pushed the folder toward him. “Jaxsen, please. I want to
do this. It’s my dream and it has been for a long time. Right
now I’m constrained by space and time and everything going
on in the house. If I had a designated space, I could have a set
schedule. I could ship to customers and really make something
happen. I’ve run the numbers and even after all my expenses, I
would be able to pay myself a real salary.”

“What about the kids? Would you ever be home?”

“More than you are now,” she snapped.

His expression tightened. “I’m working, Kristine. I’m
supporting this family. Your job is to stay home and take care



of the kids.”

“They don’t need me home every second of every day. JJ is
fourteen. In two years he’s going to be driving. I need more
than cleaning house and ironing. I need something that is
fulfilling.”

“Most women are fulfilled by their families.”

“Actually, Jaxsen, they’re not, and you know it. What’s
going on here? Why won’t you listen?” Frustration grew until
she was afraid she was going to cry. “I put hours and hours of
work into my proposal and you won’t even look at it.”

He glanced at the folder, then back at her. “What happens
when you fail? What happens when we have to pay for a lease
for the next three years because you couldn’t make it? Debt
like that could drown us.”

She didn’t appreciate that he’d gone directly to her failing,
but knew it was a legitimate question.

“I’ll get a job working in retail,” she told him. “That way
it’s a net neutral for us. The only thing lost is my time.”

His gaze turned suspicious. “You’ve already done it, haven’t
you? You’ve already leased the space and you’re coming to
me after the fact.”

“What? No! How could you even ask me that? You’re being
unfair. I don’t get it. I’ve been successfully selling cookies and
brownies for years. I sell out by noon every single weekend.
I’m responsible, I’m hardworking and I’ve done my research.
Why won’t you even consider supporting me on this? Why
can’t you see I deserve a chance to have something I can be
proud of, something I’ve created on my own?”

“Something that’s more important than your husband and
your kids?” His tone was sharp. “When did we stop being
enough for you?”

“Why are you constantly twisting my words? Why do you
keep going there? I love my family. I’m only asking to have a
chance to fulfill my dream. Why can’t you see that?”



He grabbed the folder and opened it. He scanned the pages
so quickly, she wasn’t sure he was actually reading them. Then
he pulled one out and waved it in front of her.

“Where are you getting the money to do all this? It’s going
to take thousands of dollars.”

She ignored the anger in his voice and pulled out another
piece of paper. “It’s all here. The remodeling costs, the cost of
equipment and supplies.” She hesitated. “It’s about twenty-five
thousand dollars.”

Not much more than a tent trailer, but she didn’t say that.

“I suppose you want to take it out of our line of credit. So
we’d be at risk for that. What if there’s an emergency or a—”
His gaze swept the page, then he threw it down and glared at
her.

“Your grandmother’s money? You’re spending it on the
business? Is this what you’ve been hoarding it for? I should
have guessed. You’re so damned selfish, Kristine.”

She sprang to her feet and glared at him. “No,” she said
loudly, her hands curling into fists. “No. I won’t accept that.
You’re wrong. Totally and completely wrong. I’ve always
supported you, Jaxsen. Whatever you wanted, I made happen.
Whatever was important to you was important to me. But it’s
never been reciprocal, has it? You’ve never once supported me
or my dreams. Not even on something as ridiculous as what I
drive. I wanted the Subaru, but you wouldn’t hear of it and
insisted I get an SUV. I didn’t want an SUV, but it mattered
more to you, so I gave in.”

He stood and faced her. “That’s not fair. You said you didn’t
care.”

“I fought you for two weeks before giving in. Why do you
have to get so damned involved in my car? It’s mine. Not
yours. I don’t tell you what to drive.”

“Then we’ll buy you a damn Subaru.”

“That isn’t the point,” she yelled. “The point is you want
things your way and you don’t care about me or my feelings.
You don’t support me.”



“I do. I don’t give a damn that you stay up every Thursday
night so you can bake your stupid cookies and sell them for a
nickel apiece. I don’t care that I had to buy an industrial mixer
and cookie sheets and whatever, and that you’re gone every
Saturday morning, to sell your damn cookies. What did you
make last year after expenses? Ten thousand dollars.” He
waved his hands in the air. “We’re in the money, now. All that
did was push us into a higher bracket and your ten thousand
dollars got eaten up by taxes.”

The hits came so hard and fast, she didn’t know how to
protect herself. “That’s not true,” she shouted. “You pay taxes
on the margin. And the taxes aren’t the point.”

She turned and walked to the far side of the room. “I’m such
an idiot. I listened to you and did as you asked. I live my life
in service of you, Jaxsen, and you don’t give a shit about me
or what I want. That’s what this comes down to. You say the
ATV or the tent trailer is for the family and that I’m a bad
person for not seeing that. But it’s not for the family. It’s for
you. You’re lucky that the boys want to play the same way you
did, but even if they didn’t you’d still buy all that crap.”

“Because it’s my money,” he roared. “I earn it while you sit
on your ass here at home.”

His words echoed in the basement. She felt the blood rush
from her head and wondered if she was going to faint. She’d
never fainted before and didn’t know what it felt like. Not that
it could be worse than the hole that had just opened up inside
her.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly, taking a step toward her. “I’m
sorry, Kristine. I shouldn’t have said that. It was wrong.”

“It was, but it’s also what you think. I suppose every stay-at-
home mom wrestles with that question. What does he really
think? I know I did. At least now I know.”

She walked to the coffee table and picked up the folders.
She held them against her chest, like a shield, and faced him.
“I’m opening the bakery. I’m going to do this, Jaxsen. It’s the
right thing and it’s fair and you have no reason to be anything
but supportive.”



“It’s a dumb idea.”

“Dumb or not, I’m doing it. Either help or get out of the
way.”

He studied her for a long time. “Is that what we’ve come
to?”

“I guess it is.”

He started for the stairs. When he got there, he looked back
at her. “You’re asking me to choose. I’d be careful about that if
I were you. You may not like what happens.”

Sophie spent the next two days fuming about her fight with
Dugan. No, not a fight. That would require a level of
engagement they simply didn’t have. He’d gotten some
attitude and he’d said things and now they weren’t speaking. It
was no big deal.

On the bright side, Mrs. Bennet’s litter of kittens was doing
incredibly well and she and Lily had started making friends.
Maybe tonight Sophie would leave the two bedroom doors
open so the mother cats could hang out at will.

She finished up reviewing the orders for the week and then
leaned back in her chair. It was nearly six and most everyone
had left for the day. She supposed she could go home, too. Or
maybe she should take a few minutes to figure out what she
was going to do about hiring a sales director.

She didn’t know why Maggie had been so stupid, but she
had been and there was no going back from that. CK
Industries was a great company. If Maggie couldn’t see that,
then she obviously had no vision and didn’t belong here,
despite what Dugan had said.

He’d been so incredibly wrong, there wasn’t a word for it.
He’d been quadruply wrong with whipped cream and a cherry
on top. He was—

She opened her browser and typed in his name. The list
populated immediately. She started at the top and prepared to



wade through an entire herd of Dugan Phillipses until she
found the one she was looking for, only the very first entry
was for Phillips Consulting.

That was followed by articles in everything from the New
York Times to the Wall Street Journal. One headline in
particular Business software genius gives away millions made
her heart sink. What? No. He wasn’t a software guy. He
couldn’t be. He lived on Blackberry Island and taught Tai Chi
on the beach. Yes, his house was really nice, but the man wore
sweatpants.

She clicked on a couple of the articles, her sense of chagrin
deepening with every word.

Software developer Dugan Phillips announced he would be
selling the company shortly after his business partner, Eric
Lui, died unexpectedly of a heart attack. Phillips issued a
press statement saying that half the proceeds would go to Lui’s
family. For his part, Phillips said he would give away most of
his fortune and “figure out the rest of it as I go.”

The article was dated four years ago.

Sophie tried to make sense of what she was reading. She’d
heard of the business software Dugan and Eric had created. It
wasn’t as big as Windows or anything, but it was still a game
changer. And he’d given away millions?

She clicked on a link to his consulting business and winced
as the main page loaded. There was Dugan’s picture. He wore
a suit and tie, but it was still him. His company offered a
variety of consulting services. Dugan himself didn’t take on
any clients, although he did seminars a few times a year—at
several thousand dollars a person. Assuming even two hundred
people attended, that was over a million dollars for three days
of work.

Although she didn’t want to remember the things she’d said
to him, the words echoed in her head, getting louder and
louder. Oh, God. She’d been an idiot. She’d made assumptions
and had never bothered to question them. Dugan was a
successful, experienced businessman who’d been offering her
advice and she’d blown him off. Worse, no matter who he was,



she’d been condescending and rude and pretty much just plain
awful.

She shut down her computer and leaned back in her chair.
This was what came from sleeping with a man while not
knowing who he was, she told herself. She really had to start
doing research.

So now what? She probably owed him an apology. Saying
she was sorry and possibly admitting she was wrong was not
her strong suit. And she was going to have to revisit his advice
to her, damn him. Because given who he was and what he
knew, he’d probably been right.

Still mulling over her new reality, she drove home, all the
while trying to remember if there was food in the house for
anyone but the cats. She really had to start going to the grocery
store on a regular basis or find some kind of meal delivery
service, or hire a housekeeper, which seemed silly given how
small her place was—all of which was meant to distract her
from feeling like a fool. She’d been so confident in her
assessments of Dugan. So smug and righteous and bitchy.
God, she hated being wrong.

She’d barely parked in her driveway when a car pulled in
next to hers. She knew without looking it was a late-model
BMW and the guy sitting behind the wheel had, hey, given
away millions of dollars to charity.

He got out and walked around to the driver’s side of her car
and opened the door.

“Go away,” she said, unable to put much effort into the
words.

“Because?”

“Oh, please.” She grabbed her tote bag and got out, then
glared at him. “You know I looked you up. You know I know
who you are. You’re just here to gloat.”

He smiled at her. “Maybe a little.”

He leaned in as if to kiss her. She jumped back. “Don’t do
that. We can’t kiss. Not now.”



“Because it’s seven on a Thursday?”

“No. Because of who you are. Before you were just some
hunky Tai Chi guy who I liked.”

“You forgot to say I was also good in bed.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“I think it’s funny.” He put his arm around her. “Sophie,
Sophie, Sophie. It’s hard to be smug when you figure out the
rest of the world is just as smart as you.”

She shrugged out of his embrace. “I wasn’t smug.”

“Yes, you were.”

She looked at the ground, then back at him. “I was and I’m
sorry. I assumed a lot of stuff that wasn’t true. I was wrong.”

“Thank you.”

She sighed. “It was just easier for me when I could put you
in a box. I thought I knew who you were and now I don’t
know anything.”

“That’s a little harsh. You know a few things. You know
how to scare away a great sales director candidate.”

“Ha-ha.”

“Told you I was funny.” He opened the back door of his
sedan and pulled out a large bag. “I brought dinner.”

Her spirits perked up. “Really?”

“I knew you wouldn’t come to me and I was starting to miss
you.”

She inhaled the smell of fried chicken. Her stomach
growled. But before she gave in, there were ground rules to
establish.

“You know I can’t sleep with you anymore.”

“I’m getting that message, yes.”

“I intend to pick your brain about my business.”

“I figured.”



“But we can still be friends.”

He put his arm around her again and guided her toward the
house. “My heart beats faster at the thought.”

“Now who’s being smug?”

After her fight with Jaxsen, Kristine slept in the basement. She
found the quiet space soothing and the oversize sofa was
plenty comfortable. She and Jaxsen managed to avoid each
other for the next few days. He worked late one night and
hung out with his friends another. The third night he took the
boys out to dinner and then to a movie. In a final gesture of
defiance, he’d packed a bag and moved in with his parents—
something he’d done before when they’d had a big fight. That
was Jaxsen. Why have a reasonable, adult discussion when
you can cut and run?

She knew he thought he was punishing her, but she was so
furious, she was grateful that she didn’t have to deal with him.
His total lack of respect for her burned hot and bright. She
kept thinking of all the things she’d done for him, all the
things she’d given up. There had been jobs she’d wanted to
take that he’d talked her out of, telling her she had to be home
with the boys. Then he had the balls to complain she didn’t
bring in any money?

She wanted to punish him. She wanted him hurt and broken
and in serious pain, only she couldn’t think of how to do that
and not break the law. She thought about slashing the tires on
his ATV, but that would only mean another expense later. Plus,
it was childish and she really wanted to take the high ground.

By day four, she was just as pissed but she was also
frustrated. Not having Jaxsen around meant they couldn’t talk.
While she had no interest in discussing his Neanderthal views
on her place in his life, she did want to move forward on the
bakery. But to do that, she needed the fifteen thousand dollars
from their line of credit and for reasons she simply couldn’t
explain, she wasn’t ready to take the money without talking to
him first.



She’d tried. She’d logged on to their bank account and had
started the transfer. It was just a matter of pushing a few
buttons. But in the end, she hadn’t been able to do it. A reality
that left her feeling like a fool, but there it was. She couldn’t
take “their” money without telling him first. Not that he would
agree, which made her situation even more ridiculous. She was
willing to defy him, but she wouldn’t go behind his back?

She took out her frustrations on the bathrooms and gave
them all a thorough cleaning. She baked cookies and didn’t put
away the mixer or the cookie sheets. She got caught up on all
her errands and still there was no contact from Jaxsen. She
was about to give in and text him when Ruth stopped by.

Her mother-in-law let herself in the back door as she always
did, calling out a greeting.

“It’s me.”

Kristine looked up from the onions she was chopping for
her Crock-Pot dinner and smiled. “I haven’t seen you in a
while.”

Ruth’s expression turned guilty. “I wasn’t sure if it was okay
to come by.”

“Of course it is. Ruth, you and I aren’t fighting. At least I
didn’t think we were.”

“We’re not. Of course not. Jaxsen can be stubborn.”

“Tell me about it.”

She supposed she could worry that Ruth had come to tell
her to give in to whatever Jaxsen wanted, but she wasn’t all
that concerned. Ruth was an incredibly fair-minded woman
who had often sided with Kristine in various matters. She
loved her son, but she also loved her grandsons and her
daughter-in-law. Ruth might have been raised in a different
time with different life goals, but she’d always been able to see
both sides of a matter. Kristine had no reason to think that was
changing.

Ruth poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot and then
sat at the island. “He says you’re unreasonable and he’s going
to teach you a lesson. He’s coming by later to get some things.



He told me he’s not coming back until you apologize. He said
he’s going to stay down in our basement for as long as it
takes.”

The information surprised her. She carefully put down the
knife she was using and washed her hands before taking a seat
next to her mother-in-law.

Jaxsen being in a snit wasn’t new—he often pouted when he
didn’t get his way. But he’d never been gone more than a
couple of days. And what lesson did he want to teach her?
What had she done wrong? Had a dream that didn’t involve
washing his damn clothes?

“Paul says he can stay with us as long as he wants,” Ruth
added, looking at Kristine. “I’m sorry, but he’s taking Jaxsen’s
side. He thinks your idea for opening a business is ridiculous
and he’s encouraging Jaxsen to stand firm.”

Not unexpected, but still a little hurtful. “What do you
think?”

“You first.” Ruth’s voice was soft and encouraging.

Kristine tried to figure out what she was feeling. She was
hurt, of course, and angry. Underneath that was a lot of
betrayal and maybe a little fear. Was the price of her dream her
marriage? Was Jaxsen willing to take things that far?

“I think he’s wrong,” she admitted, fighting to stay strong.
“This isn’t some impulsive decision. I’ve thought things
through. I have a plan. We’ve been married sixteen years and
I’ve always supported him. I’m asking for the same and he
won’t do it.”

She drew in a breath. “He said horrible things to me, Ruth.
He dismissed what I do and the life I lead. He tried to make
me feel small. I know he’s angry about my grandmother’s
inheritance, but I don’t know why. It’s not a fortune and yet he
acts like I’m stealing food from his mouth or something. I just
want something of my own. I just want to have a chance to
make my dreams come true. Is that wrong? After sixteen years
of marriage and three kids, shouldn’t he want that for me,
too?”



She squared her shoulders. “I take that back. I’m not asking
a question, I’m making a statement. He should want that for
me. He should want me to be happy and it sure as hell doesn’t
say much about him that the first time I stand up for myself he
runs home like a little boy.” She paused. “No offense.”

“None taken.”

“So?” Kristine said. “What do you think? Am I horrible?”

Ruth studied her, then slowly shook her head. “You have to
do this. You have to be determined. If you’re not, if you give
in, you won’t just lose your dream, you’ll lose a piece of
yourself. For the rest of your lives together, he’ll know he can
bully you and in the end, that will destroy your marriage. I
love Jaxsen. He’s my only child and I would die for him a
thousand times over, but he’s wrong. And Paul’s wrong, too.”

She pulled an envelope out of her pocket. “I never thought
to want something other than what I have. I regret that now. I
can’t change my path, but I can help put you on yours.”

She passed the envelope to Kristine, who opened it and
stared at a check for fifteen thousand dollars.

“You can’t,” she breathed. “Does Paul know?”

“He doesn’t. So you need to go to the bank right now and
cash it before he can stop payment on it.”

Kristine dropped the check on the counter. “Ruth, no. I
don’t want to come between you and Paul. He’ll be pissed.”

“Let him be. He needs a wake-up call and this is the best
way to remind him that despite what he thinks, he’s not the
boss of me.” She smiled as she spoke. “Kristine, I want to do
this. I admire you and I believe in what you’re trying to do.
Take the money, for my sake. Lease the building. Be a success.
It will be a good lesson for all the men in our lives.”

Kristine hesitated. She didn’t want to start trouble, but Ruth
was insistent. And the check meant she didn’t have to use the
line of credit, freeing her from that concern.

“Are you sure?” she asked again.

“I am. Do this for me. Please. And for yourself.”



Kristine picked up the check. “I will,” she promised. “Right
now.”



Chapter Eighteen

Washington State had a couple of mountain ranges, but they
were fairly pathetic things when compared to the mountains
around Denver. Sophie told herself to focus on her driving.
She could mountain-gawk later, after she’d accomplished what
she’d come for.

In a move that had absolutely nothing to do with what
Dugan had told her about herself, she’d decided to convince
Maggie Heredia to take the job. To that end, she’d called and
set up an appointment, promising to only take thirty minutes of
Maggie’s time and offering to fly to Denver so Maggie wasn’t
the least bit inconvenienced.

“It’s your nickel,” Maggie had told her. “I’m not going to
come work for you.”

“Then your time with me can be a huge boost to your ego
and nothing more.”

“I don’t need a bigger ego.”

“But you’ll still meet with me.”

“If you show up, sure.”

Sophie had taken the six-thirty a.m. flight out of SeaTac.
Her return flight, that afternoon, gave her enough time to drive
to Maggie’s house, convince her to take the job and then drive
back to the airport.

Maggie and her family lived in a nice subdivision in an
upscale suburb of the city. The air was crisp and clear. When
Sophie parked in front of the two-story house, she paused to
admire the mountains surrounding the valley. Denver was
what—a mile above sea level—and the mountains soared well
above that. Sometimes, when she bothered to notice, nature
could be impressive.

Maggie opened the front door before Sophie could knock.
The two women looked at each other.



“Like I said,” Maggie told her. “You’re wasting your time.”

“And yet you agreed to meet with me.”

“I’m a sucker for a lost cause.”

Maggie led her into a study on the first floor, closing French
doors behind them.

“Where’s your family?” Sophie asked, sitting across from
the large desk by the window.

“Out.”

“So I won’t be meeting them.”

“No.”

That was clear enough. Maggie looked relaxed in a sweater
and jeans. Sophie genuinely had no idea what she was thinking
and wondered if this really had all been a waste of time.

No, she told herself. If she wanted something, she did the
work. She might screw up but it was never because she didn’t
put in the effort.

“CK Industries needs you,” Sophie began. “I need you, as
well. As you might have noticed or heard, I have some
difficulty when it comes to my management style.”

Maggie’s expression stayed carefully neutral.

“I can get a little too involved in the process,” Sophie
continued. “It’s because I love my company. When those first
videos took off, I couldn’t believe it. I saw the potential right
away but everyone told me I was ridiculous for believing a
few videos about my kitten could be anything.”

“How many of those naysayers were men?” Maggie asked.

“A lot of them.”

“Tell me about it.”

Encouraged by the comment, Sophie went on. “I built
something good, but I can only go so far by myself. I need
help.”

“Sister, you need a lot of help and you’re not going to get it
acting the way you do. You don’t know everything, but you



seem to think you’re the only one with information or
expertise or drive.”

Had she been talking to Dugan? “I don’t mean to be like
that.”

“Whether or not you mean it isn’t important. In the end, it’s
what you do that matters. Have you read what your former
employees say about you online?”

Sophie tried not to flinch. “I’ve been catching up on that in
recent days.” There was a common theme in the comments,
and most of them included calling her a bitch. Sometimes a
class A bitch, which didn’t seem like a compliment.

“I have control issues.”

“You have a lot more than that.” Maggie leaned toward her.
“I’ll admit I like what you’re doing at CK and I think there’s a
lot of potential. You desperately need some custom products
that wow your customers and make them want to have them,
no matter the price. You need to be the go-to place for the
crazy cat ladies out there. A lot of them have money.”

“I do need all that, and you’re the person to make it
happen.”

“I don’t think I can work for you. You’d piss me off so
much, I might do something I’d regret.”

“I’d give you free rein.”

Maggie’s eyebrows rose. “No one believes that for a
second.”

“I’d try really hard. I want this to work. I want your contacts
and expertise. I want CK to grow. I want to have the special
products that make my customers love the brand even more.”

Maggie looked doubtful.

“Don’t sell your house,” Sophie said impulsively. “Keep it.
I’ll rent you a house on Blackberry Island. I’ll pay to move
your family. If it doesn’t work out, you can come back here,
no worse for the wear.”

“Except I won’t have a job.” Maggie’s tone was dry.



“I’ll promise you six months’ severance.”

“Do I get a pony, too?”

“Do you want one?”

“God, no.” She sighed. “You’re serious about all this.”

“Even the pony.”

“You shouldn’t put it all out there,” Maggie advised. “It
really reduces your ability to negotiate.”

“I don’t want to negotiate. I want you to come work for me.
I think we’d be a great team.”

Maggie drew in a breath. “I’ll pick the house we rent, but
you’ll pay for it.”

The rush of elation left Sophie filled with hope and
anticipation. “I will.”

Maggie groaned. “I really hope I don’t regret this.”

“You won’t.” Sophie held out her hand. “Welcome to the
CK family.”

Maggie shook hands with her. “Try not to be so annoying
that I have to kill you.”

Sophie grinned. “We’re going to get along just fine.”

Heather really liked working for Elliot. He was smart, he knew
his stuff and despite the fact that she was pretty sure she
disappointed him on a regular basis, he was always patient and
kind. She always did her best, putting in extra time when she
could, so as to give him what he wanted. But there were days
when no matter how she tried, she could tell he wasn’t happy
with what she’d done.

He scanned the report she’d finished and set it on the desk.
The stern set of his face told her she’d failed. Whatever pride
she’d had in the job faded until she was left wondering what
she’d done wrong this time. She knew the ratios were right—
she’d double-checked her math. She’d looked up the



information he’d wanted; she’d prepared the background
material. She’d stayed at her desk until nearly midnight to get
it all right.

“Tell me about your mother,” Elliot said unexpectedly.

“My mother?”

“When you first started working for me you said I shouldn’t
fire you because you’d already quit your breakfast waitressing
job and that you had to take care of your mother.”

Heather wished she could crawl under the desk and
disappear. “She’s, ah, my mom.”

“Helpful.”

“I don’t know what you want to know.”

“You’re what? Twenty? Twenty-one? So she’s in her early
forties. Why do you take care of her? Is she ill?”

“No.” She hesitated. “My mom got pregnant right out of
high school. The guy was long gone before she even knew she
was pregnant.” Heather didn’t bother explaining about the
rodeo cowboy because that would only make things sound
even more pathetic. “She had to give up college and any
chance for a future because of me.”

“So now you take care of her?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Most families are.” He looked at her for a long time. “I
can’t decide if you want more than you have or if it’s just
cheap talk.”

“I want more,” she insisted. “You’ve seen how hard I work.
I was going to community college until this quarter.” No need
to mention the reason, she thought grimly. “I’ll go back. I want
to get off the island and start my life.”

“And I want to believe you.” He leaned back in his chair.
“You’re like clay. Unformed and useless.”

Heather felt her eyes burn. She wanted to protest the unfair
assessment but wasn’t sure what she could say in her defense.



“You’re smart,” he continued. “You work hard. You seem
motivated. But you can’t do the work. Not even close. What
about college?”

“I don’t have the money.”

He waved a hand. “That’s the least of it. There are grants
and scholarships. Have you even tried? Have you done any of
the research?”

Embarrassed, she shook her head. “I thought I couldn’t go.”

“If you don’t get a plan together, you’ll be right. Research
schools. If you like marketing, then find the top ten marketing
schools in the country and start there. University of Michigan
at Ann Arbor is right up there. So is the University of
Pennsylvania. Look into financial aid. How much does it cost?
What grants can you apply for?” His gaze turned pointed.
“Ask me for a letter of recommendation.”

“You’d do that?”

“Only if you’ll do your share of the work. I go back to what
I said before. I can’t decide why you’re stuck here. Is it
because you can’t figure out how to leave your mother or are
you one of those people who talks about how things could
have been and always has an excuse for why they aren’t that
way?”

He was describing Amber, she thought uncomfortably. He
wondered if she was like her mother.

“I thought community college was my only option,” she
told him. “I didn’t think I could make anything else work.”

“I challenge you to change your thinking. It’s your life,
Heather. You’re young and healthy. If you’re going to make
your move, this is the time. But no one can make you. You
have to be willing to motivate yourself. You have to decide
what’s important and then be willing to do the work.” One
shoulder rose and lowered. “Or you can stay exactly where
you are. Sophie likes you a lot. If you don’t work out in this
department, I’m sure she can find you a job somewhere else.
You can keep going on as you are now. Living with your



mother, taking care of her and always wondering what would
have happened if only you’d taken that first step.”

“I don’t want that,” she whispered.

“Then prove it.”

Lily and Mrs. Bennet had made the decision to raise their
kittens together. Mrs. Bennet had taken her kittens into the cat
room, as Sophie thought of it, and now the two adult cats
shared cuddle time, groomed and monitored all the kittens
together. The older kittens—Clover, Daffodil, Petunia and
Marigold—were starting to get around more. Sophie tried to
spend an hour or so every evening handling the kittens. Once
they were a little older, she would have Heather and Kristine’s
boys over to socialize them.

Flush from her success hiring Maggie, Sophie told herself
she should celebrate, only she couldn’t figure out what to do.
Going out to dinner by herself wasn’t her idea of fun and when
she’d called Kristine, her cousin had been distracted and said
she was busy. Heather was fun, but so much younger, not to
mention busy with her own friends and Amber, well, no.

Sophie stared at her phone. There was an obvious solution
and she had no idea why she was resisting. She liked Dugan.
She enjoyed his company, his conversation and the sex, of
course. Not that they could do that anymore.

She supposed that was the problem. Not the sex, or lack
thereof, but how everything was different now.

She scrolled through her contact list and pushed the button
to call him. When he answered she said, “Why did you have to
give a billion dollars away to charity?”

“It wasn’t a billion.”

“It was close. Doing that changes everything.”

“Would it have been better if I’d kept the money?”

“No.”



“That’s why I gave it away. It’s too much money for
anyone. Me having it serves no purpose. I’m fine. The money
is better off helping other people.”

Which was just so damned altruistic, she thought, equally
impressed and annoyed.

“You’re back from Denver,” he said. “How did it go?”

“Maggie starts in two weeks.”

“Impressive.”

“Yes, I am.”

He laughed. “You miss me.”

His tone was low and sexy and made her toes curl. “Not in
the least.”

“Liar. I’ll be right over.” He hung up before she could say
anything.

For a second she just sat there, then she got up and tried to
figure out what she should do. Shower? Change her clothes?
Go get a bottle of wine?

The last idea was the only one that made sense so she did
that, then collected two glasses. She’d barely put them on the
coffee table when she heard a knock at her front door.

“I missed you, too,” Dugan said as he walked into her place
and pulled her close.

“Who said I missed you?”

He smiled right before he kissed her.

The feel of his mouth on hers was exactly what she needed.
Every part of her remembered how great it had been before
and how spectacular it could be now. She should do something
subtle like take off her shirt and then lead him to her bedroom.
Only…

“I can’t,” she said, stepping back.

He looked more curious than upset. “Okay. Why?”

“I don’t know you.”



“You didn’t know me before.”

She walked toward the sofa and motioned to the wine bottle.
“That was different.”

“Ah, I get it.” He cut the foil on the bottle and pulled it free.
“You didn’t want to know me before. You thought I was an
easy piece of ass.”

His voice was just teasing enough that she didn’t bother
being offended. “That is so harsh. I liked you.”

“But you didn’t know me.”

“Have you always been this annoying?”

“I have.”

He pulled the cork out of the bottle and poured them each a
glass. They settled at opposite ends of the sofa, facing each
other. Mrs. Bennet strolled out of the cat room and walked
toward them.

When she jumped on the sofa, Dugan held out his fingers
for her to sniff. She immediately draped herself across his lap
and began to purr. Sophie understood the inclination. She
would like to do the same, only she couldn’t.

“It’s different now,” she said, watching his large, strong
hand pet the cat.

“So you said.”

“You’re different.”

“I’m not but your perception is. Because you know about
my past. Now I’m not only a real person, I’m a peer and that
flusters you.”

She had to admit that for all his physical attributes, she
really didn’t like how he was way more grounded and
perceptive about people than she was. Wasn’t the woman
supposed to be the more emotionally mature one in a
relationship? Didn’t everyone say that guys were like plants?
Dugan should be more plantlike. It would make things a whole
lot easier for her.

“Tell me about who you were before,” she said.



“You didn’t read about it?”

“Some, but a short article doesn’t really capture the essence
of who you are.”

She thought maybe he would tease her about sleeping with
him once she knew, but he didn’t. Instead, he shrugged. “I’m
not sure what you want to know. Like you, I had a great idea
in college. I worked with a friend of mine. Eric was so smart,
he scared people, but I understood him. We were a good team.
We developed a business software that took off.”

She thought about what she’d read. “I’m pretty sure the
phrase took off is something of an understatement.”

“We kicked ass,” he amended with a grin that quickly faded.
“It was a long time ago. There was so much money and so
many opportunities. We were careful to split our work and
playtime so the business didn’t suffer and we still had time to
enjoy the good life. We hired good people and trusted them.”
He looked at her. “Don’t take that personally.”

“I won’t.” She could, but she decided to go with the story.
“And then?”

“And then the software got more and more popular. We had
government contracts and foreign conglomerates and you
name it, they bought from us. We paid less attention to the
business, partied a little harder and lived a great life.” He put
down his wine. “Then one day Eric dropped dead in front of
me.”

Sophie stared at him. “What? I’d read that he died, but none
of the articles said… I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks.” He focused on Mrs. Bennet, scratching behind
her ears. “He’d gotten into some drugs I didn’t know about
and he had a heart attack. It was a hell of a wake-up call. I
looked at my life and tried to figure out what I was doing. The
business didn’t need me and if I kept on the same path, I was
going to end up like Eric. So I quit.”

“You didn’t quit. You sold the company.”

“Same thing. I walked away.”



Giving nearly a billion dollars to charity, she thought, still
stunned at the amount.

“I wanted to figure out what I was supposed to do with my
life,” he said, looking at her. “I traveled the world, studying
with different teachers. I went vegan for a while.”

“But you love a good steak.”

“I do. It didn’t take. I ended up studying Tai Chi with some
old guy in China. I stayed for nearly a year and then I came
back to the States and settled here. I started my new company,
doing what I love but on a smaller scale.”

The seminars, she thought. “Why do you teach? You don’t
need the money, do you?”

“No. I teach because I like it. I want to pass on the
knowledge. It feels right. But it’s only part of who I am. Life is
all about balance.”

Maybe for him, she thought, hoping she didn’t look as
uncomfortable as she felt. She wasn’t happy that he was so
much more successful and together than she was. That never
happened with the guys in her life. She was always the star.
She was the one with the money and the high-powered career
and the demands on her time.

She had always been the important one.

The unexpected thought surprised her. The important one?
That wasn’t good. A relationship was supposed to be about
two people being together. Two people who were equals.
Maybe they didn’t have the same skill sets, but they each
brought something to the table, so to speak.

“What are you thinking?” Dugan asked.

“That my ex-husband isn’t anything like me,” she said,
hedging on the truth. “He wanted to be a history teacher at a
community college.”

Dugan’s eyebrows rose. “Interesting. That wouldn’t have
worked for you. The lack of ambition would have made you
antsy. No way that would have made you happy.”



“I didn’t make him especially happy, either. Not that that
stopped him from wanting his fifty percent of CK Industries.”

She heard the bitterness in her voice and told herself that at
some point she had to let it go. “I don’t miss him but I sure
resent him decimating my bank account.” She sighed. “I
understand the point of community property, but in my case, it
really sucked.”

“Sociologically, we expect the man to be the breadwinner.
As a society, we accept, and even expect, the woman to get
part of the man’s money but when it’s the other way around, it
doesn’t feel right.”

She glared at him. “Get your self-actualized theories out of
my face. I’m not talking about feeling socially awkward about
the situation, I’m talking about being pissed that the man I put
through grad school, paying every penny of his tuition, turned
around and took fifty percent of a business I’d worked my ass
off to make successful.”

Dugan grinned. “Sophie, you’re irresistible.”

“Don’t think you can sweet-talk me into not being grumpy
about Mark.”

“I would never try.”

“Were you married?”

“Briefly. We were young. The company was just starting. It
didn’t work out and neither of us were to blame. We’re still
friends.”

“You’re friends with your ex-wife?”

“You don’t talk to Mark?”

“God, no. What’s the point? Marrying him was a mistake.”
She shuddered at the thought. “Friends? You’re a freak.”

He chuckled. “If I get the chance, I’ll be sure to introduce
you to my ex. You might find her interesting.”

“No, thanks.”

“I’d like to meet Mark.”



“Have at it. He lives in Lubbock where he teaches American
history at the community college.”

“So he got his dream.”

“And a very nice settlement. He’s living large.” She held up
a hand. “I don’t begrudge him a good life.”

“I know. It’s that he took from you. How many others have
done the same?”

She tucked her feet under her. “My college roommate. We
were sharing a dorm room when I found tiny CK starving on
the side of the road.”

“I know your origin story. Unlike you, I do my research.”

“You’re a better human being. Blah, blah, blah.” But there
wasn’t a lot of energy behind the words. For some reason, she
wasn’t upset about Dugan’s success or “life balance” anymore.
Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was the realization that they
were different people. And if he was just a little bit better than
she was, she would have to deal with that on her own.

“Anyway, Fawn helped with the videos at the beginning.
But when things started to take off, she wasn’t interested. By
the time we graduated, she wasn’t involved at all, but she’d
been there at the start, so when we started to go our separate
ways, she wanted a piece of the pie.”

She sighed, remembering. “We settled. My lawyer told me
going to court was a waste of money—that I would lose. I had
to use the last of the money my mom had left me to pay her
off. Stupid cow.”

She sniffed. “The roommate, not my mom. My mom was
great.” She looked at Dugan. “I was a rebellious teen who
wanted her to understand how grown-up I was.”

She felt her eyes burning. “When she was killed in a car
accident, I quickly realized I wasn’t grown-up at all.”

He lowered Mrs. Bennet to the floor, then shifted next to
Sophie and pulled her close.

“I’m sorry,” he said, drawing her against him and holding
her tight.



“Thanks. It was long time ago, but I still miss her.”

“She would have been so proud of you.”

“I hope so. She always talked about the importance of
working hard. I wish she could know I learned that lesson. I
wish I could see her one more time.”

Emotions she’d suppressed for years rose unexpectedly,
tightening her throat and filling her eyes with tears. She tried
to distract herself by focusing on Dugan. He was warm and he
smelled good. A little man, a little soap, a little fabric softener.

“Do you do your own laundry or do you have someone
come in and do it?” she asked.

He straightened enough to look at her face. “What kind of
question is that?”

“I just wondered.”

“I do my own laundry.”

“But you have a cleaning service.”

“Yes. Every week.”

The mundane conversation gave her enough emotional
distance to get herself under control.

“You’re such a guy.”

“Because you’ve never had a cleaning service.”

“Of course I have, but that’s different.”

He grinned and pulled her close again. “You amaze me.”

“I know.”

He chuckled. “Oh, Sophie. You’re a mess, but I can’t stop
thinking about you. All right, let’s solve one problem today.”

“I don’t have any problems.”

The response was automatic and not the least bit true, but
she wasn’t about to take it back.

“People try to take advantage of you,” he said as if she
hadn’t spoken. “Let’s work on that one. Figure out how much
you want to give to charity every year, then divide it into



quarters. That’s your amount. Once it’s gone, you’re done until
the next quarter. Preplan some giving to causes you care
about.”

He looked at Mrs. Bennet. “Probably something with cats,
for starters. Maybe a local women’s shelter. Then leave a little
extra for when the cute kids come by selling wrapping paper.
Tell the organizations who ask to submit a proposal. Let your
new office manager—”

“Tina,” she said.

“Tell Tina it’s one of her responsibilities. She listens to the
pitches, writes up a report and presents it all to you in a single
meeting. Then you decide.”

She pushed away from him. “Oh. That’s a really good idea.”

“I’ve got a million of them.”

“I never thought of delegating the charity stuff.”

“You never think of delegating anything.”

She ignored that. “I’m going to talk to her in the morning.”

“Excellent. Are you really not going to sleep with me?”

“I can’t. I know too much.”

“I figured. Want to go get some dinner instead?”

She smiled. “Sure, but you’re the rich one in the
relationship so you can buy.”



Chapter Nineteen

Kristine had tried to figure out how to admit the truth, but
despite lying awake for much of the night, she hadn’t come up
with a single explanation that didn’t sound awful. Jaxsen
wasn’t kidding about staying with his folks until she, as he put
it, came to her senses. Her husband wanted to break her.

For the first few days she’d accepted that Jaxsen was still
mad at her and wanted to punish her. As this wasn’t the first
time he’d gone to his parents’ to sulk, the kids weren’t upset.
She’d gone about her business, determined to wait him out.
She’d cashed Ruth’s check, had met with Stacey to see the
property one more time, but she hadn’t moved beyond that.
She really wanted to talk to Jaxsen before she signed the lease.
No, she wanted him to admit he’d been wrong and for him to
support her. Only that didn’t seem to be happening.

Knowing she needed to talk to someone she trusted, she
texted Sophie, saying she had a problem. Sophie texted she
was on her way. A gratifying response that had her crying. She
was still fighting tears when her cousin showed up at her
house eight minutes later.

“What?” Sophie asked, bursting inside and grabbing her.
“Tell me and I’ll fix it. Are you sick? Is one of the boys sick?
Do you need me to give you a kidney?”

Kristine started laughing. “No kidney.”

Sophie stared at her. “Then why are you crying? Tell me.”

Kristine led the way into the kitchen. She poured them each
coffee, then motioned to the stools at the island.

“Jaxsen moved to his folks’ house.”

Sophie had barely sat down. She immediately sprang to her
feet. “What? That asshole. Is he cheating? I’ll have him beat
up. I bet Bear knows someone who could beat the crap out of



him. Let’s see how the young chickie likes him when he’s got
two broken legs and some facial scarring.”

Kristine patted the stool. “While I love you so much, he’s
not cheating. He’s being a jerk, but there isn’t another
woman.”

Sophie sat down. “Should I start hating him?”

“Please.”

“Done. So what has your weasel husband been up to that’s
bad enough to make you cry?”

“You remember the business plan I showed you?”

“Of course. It was brilliant. You’re doing it, aren’t you?
You’re going to lease the space and open the bakery.” Her eyes
widened. “Is Jaxsen telling you not to?”

Kristine felt her shoulders slump. “He’s been difficult about
it.”

She told Sophie about the fight and Jaxsen leaving and the
money from Ruth and how Kristine just wanted him to
understand.

“Now I feel trapped,” she admitted. “He’s done this before
—gone to his folks’ to punish me. But this is different. He
wants me to bend, and I won’t. I miss him, but I’m not going
to be the one to go talk to him.”

“Of course not. I can’t believe he said all that crap about
you being a stay-at-home mom. You always wanted to do
more and he was the one who stood in the way of that.” She
squeezed Kristine’s arm. “You’ve been going through all this
and didn’t tell me? I knew you were distracted before but I
couldn’t guess why. You should have told me. I would have
been here.”

Kristine ducked her head. “I was embarrassed about what he
said. Plus, I thought he’d be back in like five minutes. By the
time I realized that wasn’t going to happen, I didn’t know what
to do.” The tears threatened again. “He’s being so awful. Has
he always been like this and I didn’t notice?”



“Jaxsen’s an old-fashioned kind of guy,” Sophie told her.
“He’s also really selfish. You take good care of him and the
boys. You make it seem so effortless that he doesn’t
understand all the time it takes. I’m sure he’s just as upset as
you are, but he’s trying to wait you out.”

“That’s what I think, too. Which means what? He expects
me to give in? This is my dream, Sophie. Don’t I get to have
that?” She bit her lip before verbalizing her greatest fear. “Is it
going to come down to whether I get to keep my marriage or
have the career I want? Is it an either-or?”

“No.” Sophie’s tone was firm. “Jaxsen is acting like a total
moron right now, but he loves you. He’ll come around.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“Yes, and if he doesn’t, we’ll talk to Bear. A couple of
broken legs will humble him right up.”

“I think this violent streak is new.”

Sophie flashed her a grin. “Nope. It’s always been there. I
just keep it hidden until there’s an emergency.” Her humor
faded. “I can’t believe he’s acting the way he is, either, but you
have to stay strong. You’re not wrong. All you want to do is
have a chance to do something you’ve been planning forever.”
Her gaze turned pointed. “Notice the use of the word planning.
Not dreaming. This isn’t a dream. This is a well-thought-out
business plan that will be successful. All you need from him is
a little support. You’ve always been there for him. Now it’s his
turn to be there for you. You’re the mother of his children and
the woman he claimed he wanted to spend the rest of his life
with. He needs to man up and act like all that matters.”

The pep talk was exactly what she needed to hear. Bracing
words delivered with love.

“I never thought he’d treat me this way,” she admitted.

“Me, either. Even when you guys are back together, it’s
going to be really hard not to hit him in the arm the first time I
see him.”

“As long as it’s not the balls. I still like having sex with
him.”



“Fine. I’ll sock him in the arm and let it go.” Sophie picked
up her coffee. “So how can I help? Do you want me to talk to
him?”

“No. I want him to figure it out on his own. I want him to
come home.”

She wanted him to understand why it was important for him
to support her.

She looked at Sophie. “What if that never happens? What if
he doesn’t get it? What if I really have to choose between my
business and my marriage?”

“You won’t.”

“What if I do?”

Sophie sighed. “I don’t know. You’re the only one who can
answer that. Part of me wants to say if Jaxsen really is the kind
of man who would leave you over this, then your marriage has
bigger problems than we thought.”

Not what Kristine wanted to hear, but still very much the
truth.

“Do you want to go talk to a therapist?” Sophie asked.

“No. Not yet. Jaxsen’s going to come back.” She made her
voice strong as if she was sure. Only she wasn’t—not at all.
About anything.

“Heather Sitterly?”

Heather stared at the well-dressed, dark-haired woman
standing on the front porch of the house. It was just after seven
in the evening.

“Yes. May I help you?”

The woman handed her a business card. “I’m Stacey
Creasey. I spoke to your mother on the phone yesterday.”

As Heather continued to stare at her blankly, Stacey added,
“I’m the real estate agent your grandmother hired to sell the
house.” She frowned. “I really did speak to Amber yesterday.”



Something her mother had never bothered to mention,
Heather thought, automatically stepping back to let in the
other woman.

So much time had passed since her grandmother’s
announcement about selling that Heather had managed to put
the impending disaster out of her mind. She’d thought maybe
it wasn’t going to happen, but apparently, she’d been wrong.

“Who is it?” Amber called from the kitchen.

“The real estate agent Grandma’s using. You never
mentioned she called.”

Amber stepped out into the living room. “I didn’t think she
meant it.” She glared at Stacey. “Why are you here?”

Stacey didn’t seem fazed by Amber’s hostility. “Your
mother wants me to get going on the listing. As I told you
yesterday, I want to take a look around and see what kind of
shape the house is in. I have a budget to spruce things up a bit.
Once I tour the property, I’ll come up with a list of what I want
to do and a timeline.” She smiled. “I’ll get both of you a copy
of that and we’ll be moving forward. Are you planning to live
in the house while it’s listed?”

Heather couldn’t seem to catch her breath. It was happening
—it was really happening. They were going to lose their home
and there was nothing she could do about it.

She’d been thinking about her talk with Elliot. She’d started
doing research on colleges and grants and scholarships. There
was more money available than she’d realized. She
desperately wanted to get away but if they were thrown out of
the house, where would they go? How could she help Amber
find a home without trapping herself on the island?

She realized Stacey was looking at her as if waiting for an
answer to a question.

“What? Oh, yes, we’ll be living in the house while it’s
listed,” she managed.

“I see. That’s not the ideal situation but we can make it
work. Now, if you would please show me the house.”



Heather waited for Amber to take charge but her mother
only folded her arms across her chest. Heather sighed.

“This is the living room,” she said, wondering if she looked
as shocked as she felt. “The kitchen is through here.”

She moved toward it. Amber was in the way and didn’t
move. Heather looked at her. “Mom, please.”

Amber stepped to the side.

The kitchen was a mess. Dishes were piled in the sink and
the floor was dirty. Heather hadn’t had time to clean things up
—she’d been so busy with work. As she looked around, she
saw what Stacey must. Old, faded wallpaper. A scratched and
battered stove, mail piled on the table.

Stacey nodded, then moved toward the laundry room off the
kitchen. Heather winced as she thought about the pile of
clothes on the floor. Amber didn’t do laundry until she had to
and it had been several weeks since she’d bothered.

“The bedrooms are this way,” Heather said, motioning to
the hall.

The craft room was a disaster, with yarn and fabric and bins
piled haphazardly. Next came the hall bathroom that Heather
used. It was old but tidy and clean. The same with her
bedroom. She picked up after herself and always made her
bed.

Amber’s room was a jumble of clothes on the floor, an
unmade bed and books piled on the nightstand. The small
attached bathroom was messy and both the sink and the toilet
needed a good scrubbing.

Stacey took it all in without saying a word. They returned to
the living room.

“I’ll be sending over one of my gardeners to do some work
on the front yard. It won’t take much to get it looking nice. As
for the house…” She looked around. “Well, as I said before,
I’ll send over a list and a timetable. Between now and then, it
would be really helpful if you’d pick up and put things away.
Maybe give the house a deep cleaning.”



Amber’s face tightened with anger. “You can’t tell me what
to do in my own home. I think it’s time for you to leave.”

Stacey stood her ground. “Ms. Sitterly, according to the
deed, this is your mother’s home, not yours. My job is to get
the property in the best shape possible, given the budget I
have, and that is what I intend to do. She said you are welcome
to stay here until we close escrow, but if you don’t cooperate
with me, she will have no choice but to evict you.”

Heather felt her world start to collapse. Evict? Would she
really? Amber’s face reddened.

“Don’t think you can threaten me and get away with it.” She
marched to the front door and held it open. “Get out now, or
I’m calling the police.”

Stacey offered her a neutral smile. “Of course. I’ll be in
touch. As will your mother.”

With that, she left.

Amber had barely slammed the front door behind her before
she started ranting.

“What a bitch. We don’t even know if she was really hired.
She could be part of a scam. I’m going to call your
grandmother right now and give her what for. How dare she do
this to us. I can’t believe that woman threatened us. I’m going
to insist your grandmother give us this house. It’s the only fair
thing to do. I should sue her. Maybe that’s a better idea. I
could call a lawyer and—”

“Mom, stop!” Heather tried to control her breathing, but she
wasn’t sure she could. A sense of panic seemed to take up
residence inside her chest. It grew and grew until she found it
difficult to think about anything else. If only she could catch
her breath.

“What?” her mother demanded. She rolled her eyes. “Let
me guess. You’re going to take everyone’s side but mine. You
always do. You’re just like your grandmother.”

“I hope so,” Heather said, her voice unnaturally loud. “I
hope I’m like her or Sophie or Kristine. I hope I’m like anyone
but you.”



She gasped for air, feeling herself starting to shake. What
was going to happen to them? Where were they going to go?
How was she supposed to get her mother settled somewhere
and then get away?

“You ungrateful brat.” Amber glared at her. “How dare
you?”

“I dare because this is what you always do. You blame
everyone but yourself. You never take responsibility for
anything. Why don’t you have to earn your way like the rest of
the world? What makes you think you’re so much more
deserving? Why can’t you take care of yourself? Why is it
always my job or Grandma’s job or Sophie’s job but never
your job? You complain about your life but what about mine?
What about the fact that you keep me trapped here? I don’t
want to take care of you anymore. I don’t!”

The last few sentences were delivered at a scream. The
shaking got worse. Heather didn’t know if she was going to
pass out or throw up. Either way, she had to get out of here.
She raced for the door and out onto the small front porch, then
hurried toward her bike.

Anywhere but here, she told herself as she began to pedal.
Anywhere but here.

It was well after eight when Sophie finally sat down at her
desk to clear out some email. She was tired but happy. Maggie
and her family had arrived on Blackberry Island and she
would be starting work on Monday. Elliot had hired a digital
marketing guru who earned more than should be legal but who
was already making terrific changes to their digital marketing
plan. Sales were up, the warehouse was running smoothly and
—

She spotted an email from Bear. The warehouse manager
rarely bothered to email—he was more the type to walk
directly into her office and complain. Even before she opened
the message, she felt a sinking sensation in her gut.



“But we’re all doing so well,” she murmured, reading the
short message.

I thought you should know. Time stamp 18:07.

She clicked the link that took her to CK Industries’ security
footage. The newly installed security camera showed the back
area of the warehouse. She watched the time count up from
18:06. Precisely at 18:07, Amber walked into view. She
glanced over her shoulder several times before grabbing a
couple of cat beds and two canister sets. She hurried over to a
side door, unlocked it and placed the items outside, then
locked the door and walked out of view.

“Dammit, Amber.”

Sophie closed the email program and logged in to the
security system. She opened the camera views and searched
for the ones that covered the outside of the warehouse. She
could see the main entrances, the loading dock and the back of
the building. But that side door didn’t show up anywhere.
They had a blind spot.

She returned to her email and sent a note to Tina to contact
the security company and have their rep get his ass out here to
fix the blind spot and to check if there were any others. Then
she wrote Bear and told him she would talk to Amber but he
needed to change the lock on that side door and make sure the
key was more secure. Then she shut down her computer and
walked out to her car.

Once she was home, she walked directly into the cat room
and stretched out on the floor. Lily and Mrs. Bennet
immediately came over to greet her. Lily’s kittens were nearly
four weeks old and while they were curious about her, they
were still too young to find her all that interesting.

“How was your day?” she asked, petting both the cats.
“Mine was great until about an hour ago. My cousin Amber is
stealing. She always talks about family and she’s stealing from
me. What does that even mean?”

She already knew the answer to that. Amber was who she
always had been—a professional victim. If confronted, she



wouldn’t see what she’d done as anything but taking care of
herself when Sophie hadn’t bothered.

Under any other circumstances, Sophie would totally fire
her in a heartbeat, only Amber was her cousin. Plus, there was
Heather to think about. Firing Amber would affect her and
Sophie didn’t want that.

She sighed. “Never become human,” she told the cats. “It
probably seems really cool, but it’s not.”

She sat up and pulled Lily close. The steady rumble of her
purr was comforting. Unfortunately, it didn’t provide an
answer about what she should do when it came to Amber, but
she would take whatever small win she could get.

Kristine got home a little after two. With Jaxsen gone and the
boys spending half their time at their grandparents’ house,
there wasn’t as much for her to do, so she’d started working at
the winery from ten until two. She planned to put every penny
into her bakery fund.

The work was easy—talking to tourists about the different
wines and pouring samples. She’d always liked the
interactions and told herself she should have gone to work
part-time years ago. So what if Jaxsen had been upset? She
deserved a life.

Brave words, she thought, pulling out ingredients for the
carnitas she was going to make for dinner. Especially
considering how much she was starting to miss Jaxsen.

He’d been gone over a week. She hadn’t heard a word from
him. Friday his paycheck had been automatically deposited
into their joint account—something she hadn’t been sure
would happen. But it was still there, so last night she’d paid
bills, as per usual. The only withdrawal had been a hundred
dollars from the ATM. No doubt for walking around money,
she thought. It was the same amount he took out at this time
every month. Whatever he was up to, so far it didn’t seem to
include destroying her financially.



If only he would come home, she thought as she sorted
through the various chilies she would need for the recipe. She
wanted him to walk in the back door and tell her he was sorry
and he wanted to come back. That would be—

Suddenly, the back door opened and Jaxsen stepped into the
kitchen. She was so startled she dropped her knife. It clattered
to the counter, nearly cutting the side of her arm. She jumped
back, staring at her husband.

He looked good. He was tall, with broad shoulders. He kept
himself in shape. His belly was flat, his hips narrow. He wore
a plaid shirt tucked into jeans. His hair was too long, but even
that was kind of sexy.

She felt relief and a little hope. He wanted to talk. They
would work things out and—

“Are you ready to give up?”

So much for working things out, she thought grimly.

“That’s your opening line?” she asked. “Really? No
greeting, no ‘I’ve missed you.’ Just a sarcastic challenge?”

“I wasn’t being sarcastic. It’s a genuine question. Are you
done with your ridiculous game?”

She shifted her weight so her feet were slightly parted. She
consciously lifted her rib cage and deepened her breathing.
She wanted to respond from a grounded position where she
was centered in herself.

“I’m sorry you feel the dreams I have for myself are a game.
And to clarify that, I mean I have genuine regret, not that I’m
apologizing. This is what I want, Jaxsen. I want to open the
bakery and sell my cookies and brownies. I want to work hard
and stay up late if need be because the idea of it excites me. I
want to grow the business because it will be both personally
fulfilling and good for the family. Not only because I’ll be
bringing in money, but also because it’s a great life lesson for
the boys. I love you and I love the boys, but it’s not enough. I
need more. I need to have goals and feel as if I’m working
toward achieving them. I need to know I’m making a
difference.”



His mouth twisted derisively. “With cookies?”

“In business.”

“So that’s a no.”

Her heart cried out in pain. “I have always supported you.
Now it’s your turn to support me.”

He looked at her for a long time, then slowly shook his
head. “That’s not going to happen.”

With that, he turned on his heel and walked out.

She stood where she was until she heard him drive away,
then she dropped to the floor. She pressed her back against the
cabinets and pulled her knees up to her chest. There was no
quiet, delicate crying, only body-wrenching sobs that clawed
at her soul and left her with nothing but a sense of emptiness
that she was afraid would never go away.



Chapter Twenty

Sophie spent a couple of days trying to figure out how to deal
with the Amber problem. Telling herself to never ever hire
family again was sound advice but not particularly helpful.
She didn’t want to fire Amber, she just wanted her cousin to
do her job and hey, not steal.

She finally called Amber into her office and when she was
seated, turned the computer toward her and hit Play on the
security video.

Amber sat in silence as her crime played out. When she
walked out of the frame, Sophie turned the computer right side
around, then closed it and stared at her cousin.

“Isn’t it illegal to spy on people?” Amber asked. “You
violated my privacy. That’s wrong.”

Sophie drew in a breath. No way she was taking that bait.
“So here’s the thing. We’ve changed the lock on the side door
and we’re installing more cameras so there aren’t any other
blind spots. I’m implementing a new policy of unannounced
inspections of all lockers. The rest of the people who work
here will find out via an email going out later today. I don’t
know how much you’ve stolen, but I do know what you took
that afternoon.”

She glanced at the pad of paper in front of her. “Two beds
and two canister sets. I’m deducting the cost from your next
paycheck.”

Amber stared at her. “You can’t do that. You can’t take
money from me. It’s wrong.”

“Ballsy,” Sophie murmured. “Ironic, too.” She glared at her
cousin. “These are your options, Amber. You can accept your
punishment and promise to never steal so much as a paper clip
again, or you can get huffy and call me names. If you choose
the latter, you will force me to call an all-employee meeting
where I will play the security video in front of everyone. After



publicly humiliating you, I will fire you and press charges.
There is no middle ground here.”

She really hoped Amber went with the first plan because
Sophie wasn’t entirely sure whether she could pull off the
second one.

Amber’s mouth trembled. “Why are you being so horrible
to me? You’re my cousin.”

“Why did you steal from me? You’re my cousin.”

On cue, the tears spilled down her cheeks. “You don’t know
what it’s like for me. My own mother is throwing me out of
my house. Did you know that? She’s going to sell it and keep
all the money. I don’t have anywhere to go. What am I
supposed to do? What about poor Heather? I’m all she has, but
it’s so hard on my own and we’re going to be homeless.”

Her shoulders heaved as the tears took a turn for what
Sophie guessed was genuine worry.

“It’s so awful,” Amber continued. “I don’t have any savings
and we’re always so broke. You don’t know what it’s like to
raise a child on your own. There’s the responsibility and the
worry, plus I never got to live my own life. I was always
trapped. I wanted to get away. I wanted to be successful, but I
never had the chance.”

Sophie told herself not to buy into the show. While Amber
might have a few legitimate complaints, most of her problems
could be traced back to her own behavior.

“I only took what I did to make a little money so we could
move. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. I just didn’t know what
else to do.”

Having extracted the promise she wanted but didn’t fully
trust, Sophie allowed herself to relax.

“It is your mom’s house,” she said gently. “I’m sure she
needs the money for her retirement.”

“What about me? What about Heather?”

“Have you started looking at apartments?”



Amber raised her head. “That was my home for my whole
life. How am I supposed to move?”

Of all the things Amber had said, this was one that Sophie
could believe. “I’m sure that’s going to be hard.”

“You have no idea. It’s painful. And sad. I never wanted
much—just to feel safe, you know? I know I complain a lot
but it’s really hard to be alone all the time.”

Something Sophie could relate to. Not that she wanted to
bond with Amber, but maybe there was a human soul down
there, under all the entitlement.

“I don’t think your mom is going to change her mind,”
Sophie said, telling herself not to get involved and yet
knowing she really didn’t have a choice. For sure, in her next
life, she was going to be a badass. “Find a nice apartment. I’ll
be a reference if you need one.”

Amber brightened. “Will you cosign the lease?”

And be financially responsible? “No.”

“Sophie, come on. I can’t afford a nice place on my own.
Do you really want Heather to have all that responsibility?
She’s so young. Doesn’t she deserve a chance to have a future?
She looks up to you, you know. She admires you. Why would
you let her down?”

Sophie felt herself being sucked into the Amber world of
victimhood. “Heather isn’t my daughter, Amber. She’s yours.”

“But you love her and want what’s best for her.”

“Find an apartment and then we’ll talk.”

Amber sprang to her feet. “I’ll start looking this weekend.
That house is so small and old. It will be nice to be somewhere
newer. Maybe somewhere with a view of the Sound.”

She waved and ducked out of the office. Sophie folded her
arms on the desk, then rested her head on top of them. When,
exactly, had things gotten so out of control?

Her phone chirped, reminding her she had yet another
meeting. She stuffed it in her pocket and headed for the



conference room where Elliot and Maggie were waiting.

As Sophie took her seat, Maggie typed on her computer and
started the PowerPoint presentation. The screen on the far wall
lit up with the CK logo.

Maggie looked at Elliot and nodded.

“We’re here to talk about expanding CK’s retail footprint,”
Elliot began. “Our products are already in chain stores and
have a presence online. What we’re missing is access to
upscale boutiques. We want to find that high-end cat lover and
make her fall in love with the brand. To that end, we need a
different distribution stream. We’ve targeted three
distributors.”

The next slide appeared on the screen. Sophie read the three
company names.

“These are in order of preference,” Maggie told her. “The
top one is my first choice. They only take very high quality,
unique products. My suggestion is we narrow our presentation
down to two items.”

“Two?” Sophie wrinkled her nose. “Why not come in with a
few ideas so there are choices?”

“Because having too many items implies we’re a high-
volume business only interested in the fast sale.”

“Fine. What products did you have in mind?”

Maggie clicked to the next slide.

Sophie saw a picture of a cat tree that actually looked like a
tree, with multiple platforms. The burled wood was sanded to
a smooth gloss. The sisal rope wrapping the base looked very
high-end, and the platforms were padded and covered with a
brown Berber carpet. There was a cat at the base of the tree for
perspective. She would guess the piece was at least five feet
high.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, thinking it would look great in the
cat room at her place. Lily and Mrs. Bennet would love it.

“The artists can create the cat tree in various sizes and there
are elements that can be customized. The carpet, for example.



The wood isn’t varnished, so that color can’t be changed, but
the piece is nontoxic and the work is done by indigenous tribe
members who live in the Amazon forest.”

Sophie turned to Maggie. “You’re kidding.”

“No. The trees are sustainable, as well. We’re trying to hit
all the buttons.”

“What’s the price point?” Sophie asked. “And how long
does it take to get one of these things delivered?”

Elliot glanced at his notes. “We’re thinking three to four
hundred for the smaller trees and upward of two thousand for
the bigger ones. We could keep a handful with standard
options in stock for immediate delivery but if the customer
wants something custom, we’re looking at maybe three
months to deliver.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“No, that’s exclusive.”

“I wouldn’t wait three months for a cat tree,” Sophie
grumbled.

“Are you sure?” Maggie asked. “For your beloved cat?”

Sophie thought about how she would have done anything
for CK. The sweet cat had been her constant companion for
nearly sixteen years—Sophie’s entire adult life.

“Okay, maybe, but I’m the exception.”

“Happily for us,” Elliot told her, “that’s not true. Are we
agreed on the cat tree?”

Maggie’s gaze was expectant. Sophie nodded reluctantly,
hating to commit herself but knowing she had to.

“What’s the second product?” she asked.

“We’ve narrowed that down to a final few. The first one is
the quilt kit.” She moved to the next slide.

Sophie looked at the picture of the cat. The pretty Ragdoll
had Siamese coloring and big, blue eyes. The next slide
showed the pattern for the quilt, and the final slide was the



finished product, which looked surprisingly like the
photograph.

“Did someone make a quilt?” she asked.

“Nearly.” Elliot glanced at his notes. “We hired a local
quilter to do a quick assembly of a pattern. If you look at it
closely, it’s not finished, but we were interested in speed rather
than quality. We smoothed out the rough edges in the
photograph. If we pick this product, we’ll have the quilter
finish the quilt.”

They went on to view customizable outdoor “cat rooms,”
cat hammocks and art-deco styled cat stairs that were mounted
on the wall.

“They’re all good ideas,” Sophie began.

Maggie sighed. “No. Just no. We pick one of them and
that’s all.”

Sophie looked up at the slide showing all four products.
“The quilt,” she said with a sigh.

“I agree.” Elliot looked at Maggie.

“The quilt.” Maggie made notes on a pad of paper. “It will
take the quilter a couple of weeks to finish the quilt. I’ll call
her today and get her going on that. In the meantime, I’ll work
my magic and get an appointment with the first distributor on
our list.”

“I want to go with you to the meeting,” Sophie said.

Elliot and Maggie exchanged yet another glance. What was
up with that? Did they have some kind of telepathic
connection?

Elliot spoke first. “That might not be the best idea.”

“I don’t care.” Sophie smiled at them both. “My company,
my rules.” She held up a hand. “I won’t get in the way. I just
want to be in the room.”

Maggie sighed. “Why do I know you aren’t to be trusted?”

Sophie smiled. “I have no idea. It will be great. You’ll see.”



Heather hadn’t seen her mother in nearly a week. She wasn’t
sure who was avoiding whom, but the distance had been a
break she’d needed—right up until she started to feel guilty
about it.

She arrived home after her shift at the winery to find the
front yard looking better than it had in years. The beds had
been weeded and there were new plants all around. The
walkway and front porch had been pressure-washed.

She opened the garage and put her bike inside, then started
for the house. Her mother was waiting in the kitchen.

Heather froze, not sure if she should acknowledge her or
just keep walking. Before she could decide, her mother looked
up and smiled at her.

“Oh, good. You’re home. I spent the morning cleaning out
the craft room. We’re going to have to sort through all that and
decide what we want to keep and what we’re going to give
away. I’m sure I’m never going to finish any of those rug kits.
What was I thinking?”

Her voice was light, her tone pleasant. The contrast between
happy, smiling Amber and the woman Heather usually lived
with was startling.

“I’ve gone online and looked at apartments for rent,” Amber
continued. “There are a few possibilities. I thought we’d go
look at them. We’re going to need first and last month’s rent,
plus a security deposit. I have a thousand dollars in my savings
account, plus whatever you’ve saved.”

Her good humor faded. “I’m going to tell your grandmother
she has to pay something to help us move. After all, she’s the
one kicking us out onto the streets. You’d think she would be
ashamed to be the cause of her own daughter and
granddaughter being homeless, but she’s always been selfish.”

Heather’s tension eased. This sounded more like the Amber
she knew.

“Where are the apartments?” she asked, hoping to distract
her mother with the question.



“One’s only a couple of blocks behind the stores. That could
be convenient. We’d be close to everything. And there’s one
out by the crane habitat. It sounds really nice, with a view of
the Sound.”

“Can we afford that?”

Amber smiled. “We’ll just have to go find out.”

Heather quickly dumped her backpack in her room and
joined her mother in her car.

“Thanks for doing this, Mom,” she said as they drove to the
first apartment building. “I’d thought Grandma had changed
her mind, but when the real estate agent showed up, I knew
she was moving forward with selling the house.”

“It’s ridiculous she’s doing that. Maybe she’s losing her
mind. I wonder if I should fly down to Arizona and take her to
a doctor to find out. If she’s senile then I could have her
committed and take control of the estate.”

Her mother sounded far too excited about the idea, Heather
thought, horrified at the line of reasoning.

“Grandma sounds perfectly sane to me.”

Amber rolled her eyes. “What would you know about it?
Oh, is that the building? I don’t like the outside at all.”

Heather looked at the address of the three-story complex.
There were several well-maintained apartments, a bit of lawn
and plenty of parking. The paint was fresh and the roof looked
new.

“I think it’s nice,” Heather said. “Let’s go inside.”

Amber sighed heavily as she parked. “We’re too close to a
busy street. Plus, all the businesses in town are only a couple
of blocks away.”

“You said it would be fun to be close to everything.”

“Not this close.”

They went to the manager’s office. A woman there showed
them a map of the property and pointed out where they would
find the vacancy.



“It’s a lovely corner unit, so extra windows.”

She explained about the amenities including communal
barbecues, a gym and a community room.

“Extras we have to pay for that we don’t really need,”
Amber grumbled as they walked through the property.

The manager showed them the apartment. The front door
opened into a surprisingly large living room. There was an
eating nook and a decent-size kitchen. The walls were freshly
painted a pale cream and the carpet was a light beige. There
was a little half bath by the kitchen, and a stacked washer and
dryer.

Each of the bedrooms had an en-suite bathroom, along with
a big window. Heather’s room was about the size she had now
and the bathroom was much newer. Amber’s room was
smaller than her current bedroom, a fact she pointed out right
away.

“This is tiny,” she complained. “There’s barely any closet
space.”

The manager smiled tightly. “Why don’t I wait outside
while you two talk about the unit?”

She quickly walked away, leaving Heather and Amber in
the bedroom.

“Mom, this is a really nice apartment.”

“How can you say that? There’s no room. I can barely
breathe in here. It’s dark and old and awful.”

“There are huge windows in every room. The paint is fresh
and all the appliances are twenty years newer than the ones we
have now. The rent is reasonable and we can walk to the stores
and restaurants. It’s great.”

“I won’t live here.”

Heather’s heart sank. “We’re not going to do better than
this.”

“We’ll see,” she said as she walked out.



Heather followed more slowly. Was the apartment perfect?
No, but it was nice and they could afford it. Or rather she
could and wasn’t that what mattered?

When she got outside, her mother had disappeared. Heather
thanked the manager and said they would be in touch.

“I’m sorry your mother wasn’t happy with the unit,” the
woman said. “We have a lot of interest in the place. It’s going
to rent in the next day or so. If you want to leave a deposit, I
can hold it. Otherwise, it’s going to be gone.”

Heather wished she could simply sign the lease herself and
be done with it, only she wasn’t going to take on all that
responsibility by herself.

“I understand. I hope I can get back to you soon.”

The next apartment was on the southeast corner of the
island, out by the protected Puget Sound crane preserve. It was
newer than the previous complex, with a beautiful lobby.

The manager told them about all the amenities, including a
hundred feet of private beach.

“Oh, that sounds nice,” Amber said happily. “And there’s a
gym. We could both start working out.”

Heather wanted to point out there’d been a gym at the last
building, but why go there? She took the information sheet and
nearly passed out when she saw the rent on a two-bedroom
apartment. It was almost double the previous place.

“Mom, we can’t afford this,” she whispered.

Amber waved away her concerns. “If we like it, we can
figure something out. Let’s go see the unit.”

This two-bedroom apartment was on the third floor. An
elevator whisked them to their destination. The apartment
itself was big and bright, with vaulted ceilings and a fireplace.
French doors led out onto a balcony with views of the Sound
and the mainland beyond.

Nearly as impressive was the upgraded kitchen with
stainless appliances and quartz countertops. There was lots of
storage and a small laundry room beyond the kitchen.



Down the short hall were two bedrooms. The smaller of the
two still had a walk-in closet and attached bath. The master
was large, with a second balcony and a beautiful, modern
bathroom.

“I love it,” Amber breathed. “I love all of it.”

The manager smiled at them. “Excellent. Shall we go fill
out the paperwork?”

“Yes, let’s.”

Heather grabbed her mother’s arm. “Wait.” She turned to
the manager. “We need to talk first.”

“All right. I’ll be right outside.”

Amber stepped back and glared at Heather. “What’s wrong
with you? Why do we have to talk? I like this apartment. If we
have to move, I want to move here.”

“We can’t afford this, Mom. It’s nearly twice as much as the
previous apartment. The rent costs about what I make in a
month.”

“So?”

“I can’t afford it. Even if you were willing to put in half the
rent money, we’d barely have enough for food and utilities.
There wouldn’t be any extra for savings or insurance. It’s too
expensive. We have to be realistic.”

“You are awful! Admit it. You’ll only be happy when I’m
living in a tent on the side of the road. You’re in this with your
grandmother, aren’t you? She’s probably giving you money
from the house and you’re just keeping it for yourself.”

Heather took a step back, stung by the accusation. “Mom,
no! How can you even think that? It’s so mean.” She started
for the door and then turned back. “I can’t afford this. I can’t.
There’s not enough money. I won’t sign the lease. If you want
it, then get it yourself, but I won’t do it.”

She escaped to the hallway, passed the manager and took
the stairs to the main floor. Once she was there, she realized
she was too far from town to walk, which meant once again,
she was stuck.



Chapter Twenty-One

“Should, too!”

“You’re an asshole, JJ. Just admit it.”

The loud voices were troubling enough, but the language
was what had Kristine taking the stairs two at a time. She
stepped onto the second-story landing and saw JJ and Tommy
facing each other. If they had been cats, their hackles would
have been raised.

“Want to talk about it?” she asked, careful to keep her tone
soft and conversational. The last thing either of them needed
was her adding energy to an already tense moment.

Tommy glared at his brother. “Tell her, JJ. Tell her what you
really think.”

JJ muttered something under his breath before glaring at
Kristine. “This is all your fault, Mom. You’re the reason Dad
left. Why do you have to open your store? Why can’t you just
be our mom? If you did what Dad said, he’d come home and
we could be a family again.”

His words were like a fist to her gut. She wanted to slap him
and burst into tears. Neither was especially helpful in the
moment. JJ was telling her what he really thought—punishing
him for that was wrong. If she didn’t agree with his
assessment of her position, then she had to accept he might
have learned that point of view from her—at least in part.

She told herself to stay in her head and not in her emotions.
This could be a teachable moment for all of them, if she was
able to keep control of herself and guide the conversation. A
big ask considering how much she wanted to scream that JJ
and his father were pigs and they were wrong.

She crossed to the bench on the landing and sat down. Both
boys glanced from each other to her. Tommy sank to the floor,



but JJ glanced longingly toward his room. Still, escape was not
an option.

After what felt like a full minute, he sighed heavily and
sank down onto the carpet. His expression was sullen, but at
least he hadn’t bolted.

“I’m sorry your dad is gone,” she said, her voice
conversational rather than confrontational. “I know it’s hard on
you boys. He’s a great dad and you like having him around.”

They stared at her.

“Then tell him to come back,” JJ told her. “Tell him you’re
sorry and you don’t want to open the store.”

She nodded slowly. “Okay. So my life doesn’t matter?”

JJ rolled his eyes. “You’re a mom. Taking care of us is what
you’re supposed to do.”

“So I sacrifice my life for yours?”

“No. But it’s your job. Dad brings in the money and you
take care of us. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”

“And if I’m not happy?” she asked gently. “If I want more?
If I’m sad and wish things could be different?”

“You can do it when we go to college.”

“That’s eight years for Grant.” She paused, trying to figure
out what to say. “Eight years is a long time. The bakery is for
rent now. It probably won’t be then. Eight years. You’re
fourteen. You want a car when you’re sixteen, right? What if I
asked you to wait eight years, until you’re twenty-four,
because it would be better for me?”

JJ’s head snapped up. “Mom, that’s not fair.”

“Why? It’s only eight years. It’s not like you need a car. You
could ask me to drive you, or your friends. It’s not like food or
air. A car is just something you want. Doesn’t that make it
selfish?”

His eyes widened. “You’re being mean to even say that.”



“Am I? Because I’m only thinking about what I want
instead of what’s best for you? Because I’m saying what I
want is the most important thing? Because I’m not trying to
see your side?”

He flushed. “You’re saying that’s what I’m doing.”

And your father, she thought, but didn’t say that.

Tommy looked between her and JJ but kept his mouth
firmly closed.

“I’ve always supported you and your brothers. I’ve always
helped you with school and planned fun summer activities and
been there for you in any way I could. But it’s not a one-way
street, JJ. You’re fourteen. It’s time for you to figure out that
you’re not the center of the universe. That other people have
feelings and hopes and dreams, and being part of a family
means everyone gets a vote. Everyone gets to have dreams.
Not just you.”

He ducked his head. “Dad said…” He looked at her, tears
swimming in his eyes. “Mom, is Dad wrong?” He sounded
appalled at the prospect.

“I think he is. I think he’s forgotten we’re a team and that I
get to have more than the four walls of this house. I think he
doesn’t realize how independent his sons have become and
that my being gone during the day won’t hurt anything.”

It was the most neutral she could be, under the
circumstances. There was the mature issue of not taking sides,
which she was willing to do, but going further than that wasn’t
going to happen.

“Do you really want to open the bakery?” JJ asked.

Tommy threw himself back on the floor. “Of course she
does. What do you think she’s been talking about for the last
two years? She stays up all night baking. You fall asleep at ten,
no matter what. Try staying up all night doing schoolwork and
see how you feel.”

Kristine prepared to get between them but JJ shocked her by
throwing himself at her and wrapping his arms around her
waist. He buried his face in her lap.



“I’m sorry, Mommy. I’m sorry.”

She stroked his hair. “Thank you for understanding,” she
said. “I love you and your dad. I’m so proud of my family. I’ll
always be here for you, but I need something else, as well. I
need the chance to follow my dreams, too.”

He raised his head and wiped away his tears. “Okay. Then I
want to help. I can work in the store or help with the baking
after school or something.”

She smiled. “Thank you. Let’s talk when I actually have a
place.”

He got up and sniffed. He looked both relieved and shell-
shocked. She wondered if this was the moment Jaxsen stopped
being perfect in his son’s eyes. JJ had always been the one
closest to his father. While she didn’t want to get between that,
a little realism wouldn’t hurt things.

JJ went off to his room. She looked at Tommy.

“You okay?”

He grinned. “Mom, I’m the middle kid. I’m perfect.”

She laughed and stood, then pulled him to his feet and
hugged him.

She went to check on Grant. Her youngest was in the
basement, building a large castle with his LEGO pieces. He
smiled as she walked over.

“How’s it going?”

“We’re expanding,” he said, pointing to the smaller
outbuildings. “The castle needs a town. There’s going to be a
bakery.”

“Is there?”

“Uh-huh. The queen said so.”

She bent over and kissed the top of his head. “It’s good to
be the queen.”

He laughed and returned to his LEGO pieces.



She walked over to her desk and took a seat. She wasn’t
sure if Jaxsen had been trying to influence JJ or if he’d picked
up the “a woman’s place” crap on his own. Either way, she
was going to have to make more of an effort to set a better
example. Words were one thing, but actions were a whole lot
more powerful when it came to teaching a kid a lesson.

She stared at the thick folder full of bids and business plans
and notes on used equipment. Jaxsen showed no sign of
softening his position on the bakery. She didn’t want to have to
choose between him and her dreams, but it felt like that was
what he wanted. If someone were to ask her the state of her
marriage, she honestly wouldn’t have any idea about what to
say.

She thought about the fifteen thousand dollars Ruth had
given her. A passive-aggressive action in her own marriage,
and a generous sign of support for Kristine. Is that what she
wanted for herself? To go behind Jaxsen’s back for the rest of
her marriage?

Or maybe that wasn’t the real question. Maybe what she
should be asking herself was more directly about herself.
Where did she want to be in ten years? Or, to use JJ’s number,
eight? Did she want to be counting the days until Grant left for
college or trade school? Did she want to be hoping some
building came up for lease and hope she could start her
business then? She would be forty-two. Not old, but not the
age she was now.

She’d been married to Jaxsen for sixteen years. In all that
time she could honestly say she’d never once put herself first.
She’d lived her life for her family, and while she would never
change that, she knew she was at a crossroads.

“It’s not even a very big dream,” she whispered. It was just
hers.

She missed Jaxsen and she wanted him home. But not if it
meant having to give up the bakery. It would send a terrible
message to the boys and a worse one to Jaxsen. But even more
significant—if she did that, what would she be telling herself



about her value in the world? About the worth of her hopes
and plans and, yes, her dreams?

She pulled her phone out of her pocket and quickly texted
the real estate agent.

I’m ready to sign the lease. Please have it drawn

up so I can have it reviewed and we can get

going on things.

She hit Send before she could question herself, then sent
another text to Jerry, her contractor. When that was done, she
went upstairs to the kitchen and started going through the
freezer. Once she got the bakery, she was going to be crazy
busy. Better to get a bunch of meals cooked and frozen for
easy dinners while she had the time.

As for Jaxsen—she didn’t know what was going to happen
there, but she was done waiting for him to give her permission.
This was her life and, for once, she was taking charge of it and
moving in the direction she wanted to go. There might be
consequences and later, she might have regrets. But whatever
they were, she knew they wouldn’t be as painful as knowing
she’d had the chance but she’d been too afraid to take it.

Sales were up. Sophie ran the numbers again, comparing them
to this month last year. Yup, Elliot’s report was correct. Sales
were up over 20 percent, which was huge. She wasn’t thrilled
that he’d been right about the digital advertising and she’d
been wrong, but she was willing to live with the discomfort.

It wasn’t all about the money, she thought, quickly creating
a graph so she could see the lovely upward direction of the
sales trend. When it was in place, she played with different
colors for the two months, finding the most pleasing
combination.

“Not just money,” she said aloud. “It’s about winning. Ha!”

She laughed as she gave herself another second to enjoy the
thrill, then she deleted the graph and sent Elliot a quick email



congratulating him on the sales and being right. He was a good
find. She should probably thank Dugan for mentioning Elliot.

Not that she wanted to be thinking about Dugan. While she
appreciated his insights, she’d really liked things better when
he was just some yoga guy who had a great house and a
questionable background. Okay, she hadn’t liked him better,
but she’d known how to deal with him. She’d been in charge
and she got to say what happened between them. Not exactly
her finest hour, but it was the truth.

Now everything was confusing. He wasn’t someone she
could push around and she liked him. Worse, she might
possibly even trust him, which would only lead to disaster. She
preferred to keep the circle of people she trusted very small so
there was less chance she would end up with a broken heart.

Work, she told herself. She would think about Dugan later.
She plowed through the rest of her emails. Not her favorite
way to spend an afternoon, but the alternative was helping
Bear with a big delivery and he was so touchy about her
butting in.

She’d nearly finished when Amber walked into her office.

“Hi,” Sophie said. “Did we have an appointment?”

“No.” Amber sat across from her. “I need a raise. A big
one.”

The woman had balls the size of coconuts, Sophie thought.
She leaned back in her chair. “No.”

Amber’s eyebrows rose. “You haven’t asked me why I want
one.”

“I don’t care why you want one. You’re a terrible employee.
You’re lazy, you’re inefficient and until recently, you were
stealing from me.”

Her cousin glared at her. “I stopped doing that, just like you
asked. You should be nicer to me.”

“Because you’re not stealing now?”

“Because I went looking at apartments and I found the one I
like but I can’t afford it.” She sighed heavily. “Even with



Heather’s paycheck. So I need a big raise.”

Amber had always been the professional victim in the
family, but this was impressive, even for her.

“You know that’s not how jobs work, right? You don’t get a
raise based on need. They’re based on performance.”

“I thought you wanted Heather to have a chance to get
away. I thought you cared about her. If I can’t afford an
apartment on my own, how is that ever going to happen?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe by taking responsibility for once
in your life.”

“You’re family. You have to take care of me.”

“Technically, I don’t.”

Amber’s good mood faded. “I want that apartment. Either
you help me or I’ll make Heather rent it in her name.”

Sophie swore. “You’d do that to your own kid to get back at
me?”

“Oh, please. I’d do it because then I get the apartment. Not
everything is about you. So if you don’t help, then it’s on you.
Heather’s name is going to be on the lease and we all know
I’m not very responsible about paying for things.”

What had been a game now became more real. “You’d do
that to your own daughter?”

“It’s not my fault you won’t pay a living wage. Besides, I
like having Heather around. She takes good care of me. You’re
the one who wants her to get away. If it were up to me, she
would stay here on the island. I had to. If I hadn’t gotten
pregnant, who knows where I would have been. But I was
stuck and now she’s stuck, too. It’s only fair.”

Sophie didn’t know what was real and what was part of
Amber playing her. But she knew for sure giving in to
blackmail was a bad idea.

“Good luck with that,” she said. “There won’t be a raise.”

Amber stared at her before walking toward the door. “Okay.
I’ll be sure Heather knows that. Oh, and in case you were



wondering, Dugan has a new girlfriend. She’s moved in with
him. You might want to check that out.”

Heather listened raptly while Elliot explained his marketing
philosophy. Every now and then, usually late in the day, he
would start talking about the business and different campaigns
he’d been a part of. He would explain the various options and
why he’d chosen what he had and how successful it had been
or how spectacularly it had failed.

Last week he’d talked for an hour about the failure of “New
Coke” all the way back in 1985. Listening to him was like
taking a master class in marketing and sales.

“Why CK and not another outlet?” he asked her. “Why not
PetSmart or Etsy? They have similar products for about the
same price.”

“Everything at CK is better,” she said automatically, tucking
her feet under her.

She was in the oversize chair opposite his desk. It was after
six and the building was quiet.

His expression turned pitying. “How you love the party line.
What is better? Define better.”

“It’s, um, CK branded and…” She realized she didn’t have
an answer.

“My point exactly. Market differentiation is a real thing,
Heather. Why this pen and not the pen next to it? Why
Dunkin’ and not Krispy Kreme? There has to be a reason. It
can be perceived rather than real but it has to exist. It starts
with us knowing everything we can about our existing
customer and our potential customers. Who are the Henrys?”

She had no idea what he was talking about. She frantically
tried to remember if there was a well-known marketing firm
with that name, or a wealthy family or a company. She knew
he didn’t mean the Shakespeare Henrys.



“High-earning, not rich yet,” he told her. “Millennials with
money. In our world, we want Henrys with cats.”

“Because they have the income and they’re still forming
their lifestyle. If we can convince them that CK is the best
brand for their cats, they’ll buy all kinds of things.”

“Exactly. We’ll provide them quality, service and cachet. In
the right circumstances, price isn’t all that important.”

“You know everything.”

He smiled. “I wish that were true, but it’s not. I have a good
education and years of work experience.” His expression
sharpened. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

The question surprised her. “No,” she said automatically,
then wondered why he asked. It couldn’t be for himself. She
loved working with him. Elliot was smart and knowledgeable
and while he was very handsome, he had to be in his fifties
and she just wasn’t interested in him in—

“Oh, dear God. I’m not asking you out.” He rubbed his
temples. “Children are always a problem.”

“I’m not a child.”

“Figuratively, Heather. Not literally. I was just asking
because a boyfriend would tie you to the island.”

“A boyfriend can also get you pregnant,” she said before
she could stop herself. At Elliot’s startled look, she added,
“My mom got pregnant when she was eighteen. My dad was a
cowboy, visiting for the rodeo. I have no idea who he is. They
had a weekend and then he was gone. I came along nine
months later.”

“I’m sorry.”

“That I was born?”

Elliot smiled. “Of course not. That you never knew your
father. From what you’ve told me, your mother took a difficult
situation and made it worse.”

“It’s a gift,” she said lightly, thinking of the apartment-
hunting fiasco. “I’ve always been cautious about getting



involved with a guy. I’m afraid of what will happen.”

“You are aware of birth control, aren’t you?”

She flushed. “Yes. It’s not all about being afraid of getting
pregnant. I don’t want to be tied down.”

“And yet you do nothing to try to leave. Why is that?”

“I don’t know. I can’t just walk away. My mom won’t make
it without me. I wasn’t lying before, when I first started
working for you. I pay for everything. I have since I was
sixteen. She depends on me.”

“And you let her.”

“That’s not fair. You don’t know what it’s like. You don’t
know what she’s like.”

“That’s true.” He looked at her. “But I do know that people
who take advantage of others will do so until they are forced
to stop. If you’re waiting for her to have an epiphany about her
behavior, it’s not going to happen. It’s like feeding a stray
animal. It will return to where the food is for as long as there is
food. You’re playing the game using her rules. Maybe it’s time
to create a few of your own.”

“That’s a lot of mixed metaphors.”

He chuckled. “Yes, it is. I apologize for that. But the truth is
still the truth. Your mother treats you the way she does
because you let her. She won’t be responsible for herself until
she has to be, and as long as you’re taking care of her, she has
no reason to change.”

“I can’t just walk away.”

His smile faded. “If that’s true, then you’re trapped here
forever, Heather. Because if you want to be more, you have to
leave. I’m sure you already know that.”

She wanted to tell him he was wrong, but however much the
words hurt, she knew they were the truth.

“I don’t want to be a bad person.”

“You’re not. Have you ever been on a plane?”



“What? Once, when I was little. I went to Disneyland with
my aunt Kristine and her family.” Her mother had been furious
not to be invited and had railed against the unfairness of it for
months.

“The flight attendants always tell you if there’s a drop in
cabin pressure, to put on your mask first, then help others. You
can’t save others if you’re dead.”

“That’s blunt.”

He shrugged. “Maybe, but it’s also true. Save yourself.
Once you have a college education and a good-paying job,
you’ll be in a position to help your mother. Right now you’re
drowning and you don’t even know it.”



Chapter Twenty-Two

Sophie was 90 percent sure Amber had been messing with
her about a woman living with Dugan. Okay, 80 percent, but it
was a strong 80 percent. There was no way. They were seeing
each other and he wasn’t the kind of guy to cheat.

Or was he? What did she actually know about him? Until a
few weeks ago, she hadn’t had a clue about his past. She’d
thought he was just some guy who was into being, you know,
calm, and stuff. They’d had sex twice before she’d even
learned his last name. Did she actually know anything about
his character?

It wasn’t as if they’d agreed to be exclusive. A case could
be made they were barely dating and once she’d found out
who he was, she’d refused to sleep with him. That was no
one’s definition of a relationship.

Which meant she shouldn’t care if he was seeing anyone.
Seriously, why did it matter at all? So she didn’t care. Not her.
Not a bit. When she saw him on Sunday morning at the
weekly Tai Chi class, she would casually ask. Or not. Because
she didn’t care.

That logic lasted until three thirty the next day when Sophie
couldn’t stand it anymore. She left work and drove to Dugan’s
house where, propelled by righteous indignation, she marched
up to the front door and rang the bell.

A woman answered. A beautiful woman with perfect
features and long, dark hair and big eyes the color of spring
leaves. She was curvy in all the right places, with long legs
and a smile that could light up a village.

“Hi,” the woman said cheerfully. “Can I help you?”

Sophie considered herself pretty. She wasn’t over-the-top,
but she was enough above meh to not have to explain herself.
She and the creature in front of her shared the same basic body
parts that men found attractive—breasts, a decent ass, a face,



but somehow it was as if they were from different species.
And Sophie had a bad feeling her branch of the family tree
was not the superior one.

“I, ah, thought…” She did her best to pull herself together.
“I’d like to speak to Dugan, please.”

The smile widened. “Oh, sure. Come in. I’m Judy, by the
way.”

“I’m Sophie.”

Judy? Judy? Shouldn’t her name be something like Electra
or Sasha or Andromeda?

Judy stepped back to let her in, then turned. “Dugan, honey,
you’ve got a visitor.”

Dugan called out something Sophie couldn’t hear. Judy
motioned to the living room. “He’ll be right here. Have a seat.
I need to get back to the kitchen.” She held up flour-covered
hands. “I’m baking bread.”

“Of course you are.”

Judy smiled again before turning and walking away. Sophie
took in her skin-tight jeans, trim thighs and the fact that her
butt was indeed a perfect upside-down heart, before wondering
if it was too late to bolt. Only she’d given Judy her name, so
Dugan would know she’d stopped by and if she ran now, he
might guess she’d been intimidated by his houseguest.

Dugan walked toward her from the direction of his office.
At least she thought that was what was over there. To be
honest, she’d never much explored the house beyond the
kitchen and the bedroom. The other rooms had seemed less
important. Now she wondered if maybe she should have
shown more interest in him and his life. Was that why he’d
taken up with Judy?

It wasn’t that she was in love with him, but she liked him
and she thought he liked her and what the hell was going on?

As he approached, she did her best to shift from stunned to
pissed. Anger was power, she reminded herself. Rage was



good, too. Rage and a strong need for revenge. That would get
her through.

“Hi,” he said, stopping in front of her and bending down to
kiss her.

“Don’t even think about it,” she said, glaring at him. “You
have a woman in your house.”

His welcoming expression turned knowing. “Ah, so that’s
why you came by. It’s been about forty-eight hours. The island
network is impressive.”

“I found out yesterday.”

“And waited all this time to come by?” One corner of his
mouth turned up. “It’s not what you think.”

“You don’t have an incredibly beautiful woman living with
you? When did this happen? We had a thing.”

“Did you want to go sit down?” he asked.

“No, I do not want to go sit down. I want to know about
Andromeda.”

“Who?”

She glared at him. “Judy. Is that even her name? Who
names their kid Judy?”

“It’s a family name.”

“Whatever. You’re sleeping with her. We had a thing.”

“You said we were done.”

“What? No, I didn’t. I said I couldn’t sleep with you
anymore because of who you are. That’s different.”

He didn’t say anything.

“What?” she demanded. “Are you mad about the sex?” She
lowered her voice. “It’s not that I don’t want to. I just can’t.
It’s too weird. You know too much. It makes me
uncomfortable.”

“That I’m not someone you can push around? Or is it that
you’re scared I’m smarter than you?”



“You’re not smarter.”

One eyebrow rose.

She sucked in a breath. “We might be the same level of
smart,” she admitted grudgingly.

“But I’m more successful.”

“Don’t be smug. You teach Tai Chi.”

“I have billions.”

“You gave them away. I don’t know what you have but it
might not be much.”

“I get royalties from the software.”

“You’re sleeping with Judy!”

“No, I’m not.”

“Oh, please. She’s in your house.”

“She’s my ex-wife.”

Sophie opened her mouth, then closed it. They’d been
married?

“Holy crap, are you kidding? You were married to her?”

“For a while, yes. It didn’t work out. She’s married to
someone else now. About once a year she takes off and visits
me. She rants about how her husband makes her crazy, she
drinks champagne and cries, then in a few days, she goes
home. It’s no big deal.” He put his hands on her shoulders.
“We’re just friends, I swear. I’m not sleeping with her.”

Sophie shrugged free of his grasp. “I don’t like it,” she
admitted. “I don’t like it at all.” Which was her way of saying
she wasn’t sure if she believed him.

“How much don’t you like it?”

“A lot.”

“Okay. I’ll get her a room at the Blackberry Island Inn.
She’ll be gone today.”

“What? You’re going to kick her out? She’s in the middle of
baking bread.” Sophie had no idea what that entailed, but she



was pretty sure the process shouldn’t be interrupted.

“I don’t want you upset.”

He wasn’t making any sense. “You had to know having her
stay here in the first place would be a problem.”

“Not really.” His good humor returned. “You’re not exactly
conventional, Sophie. For all I knew, you wouldn’t be
bothered at all.”

“With you having a woman in the house?”

One shoulder rose.

“It does bother me,” she said. “But I still can’t sleep with
you.”

He grinned. “I know. It’s okay. You’ll come around. It’s
only a matter of time until your baser instincts overcome your
competitive reluctance.”

She didn’t like that, so she ignored it. “Why do you care
what I think? Why don’t you tell me to go pound sand?”

“Go pound sand?” He chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever
said that.”

“But you get the point.”

“I do.” He moved closer and put his hands back on her
shoulders. This time when he leaned in to kiss her, she let him.
Their mouths brushed.

When he straightened, he said, “I’m crazy about you.
Haven’t you figured that out?”

Crazy about her? What did that even mean? “I, ah,
appreciate you getting her a room at the inn. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Anything else?”

“Not really.”

His eyes brightened with humor. “You’re going to leave
now, aren’t you?”

She nodded. “I should get home to check on the kittens.”



His humor faded. “One day you’re going to stop running
from me. Just a heads-up. I’ll be here for you when that
happens.”

More words that didn’t make sense, she thought, scurrying
for the front door. She wasn’t running away. She was making
the best use of her time. The kittens needed her.

Signing a three-year lease on the downtown bakery space took
a lot less time than Kristine would have thought. She handed
over the check, took her copy of the keys and that was that.

Stacey had been pleasant, chatting during the brief meeting.
As if this sort of thing happened all the time. Kristine
supposed that for her, it did, but she kept waiting for someone
to burst in, demanding to know if her husband was aware of
what she was doing.

In the end, the whole event was relatively anticlimactic.
Twenty minutes after she was done, she opened the door to
what had once been the Blackberry Island Bakery and walked
inside.

As she’d seen the space less than a week ago, there weren’t
any surprises. The display cases were exactly where they had
been and the flooring was just as in need of replacement. In
the back, the cabinets looked as they had.

She turned in a slow circle, trying to breathe it all in. She’d
done it. She’d signed a lease and now this space was hers.
She’d already talked to Jerry, her contractor, and gone over the
changes. He was going to fit her in around other jobs and
would need about a month to complete all the work. That gave
her enough time to buy mixers and cookie sheets and other
supplies, and figure out a grand-opening date.

Her excitement was tempered by a strong sense of loss. She
wanted Jaxsen to be here with her. She’d promised the boys
they could come by later and explore the place. While they
were excited for her, even JJ, it wasn’t the same as having
Jaxsen around. He was her husband—shouldn’t he be sharing
this with her?



Had she done the right thing? Maybe she should have
waited and—

“No,” she said aloud. “This is where I should be.”

She went to check out the rest of the building. The
storeroom would need shelves, she thought. Cabinets would be
nice, but shelves were a whole lot cheaper.

“Kristine, honey, where are you?”

The familiar voice surprised her. “Sophie?”

She hurried to the front of the store and found her cousin
waiting there, a tote bag in one hand.

“You did it!” Sophie crowed. “I’m so proud of you.” She
pulled a bottle of champagne out of the tote and held it up.
“We are going to celebrate.”

Kristine raised her eyebrows. “It’s eleven in the morning.”

“So? We party when something good happens and this is
great.”

Sophie set the champagne on the counter, then pulled out
two glasses and two mason jars filled with what looked like
deconstructed cake.

“Cupcakes,” Sophie said, pushing one toward her. “I
ordered them online. I thought they might be something you
could offer, as well. But maybe not. Either way, we need
something to go with our champagne.”

She unwrapped the foil and popped the cork, then poured
them each a glass. They sat on the chairs that had been left
behind and Sophie raised her glass.

“Did you create an LLC?” she asked.

Kristine grinned. “Yes.” She’d created her limited liability
corporation before she’d signed the lease. “And I have my
federal tax ID number.”

“And insurance?”

“Yes, Sophie. I have insurance, a contractor, a lease and
three very excited boys.”



Sophie grinned. “Congratulations. To my cousin, the
business mogul. May you exceed your wildest dreams.”

“Thank you.”

They touched glasses.

Kristine took a sip. “How did you know I signed the lease?”

“I asked Stacey to tell me when it happened. I knew you’d
come here right after, so I was ready.”

“Just waiting with champagne and cupcakes?”

“Once I knew when the appointment was, I got ready.”
Sophie smiled at her. “This is so great. Are you scared?”

“A little. It’s a big step.”

“You’re ready. You’ve been preparing for years, and I mean
that literally. You’ve thought of everything.”

Everything except doing it without Jaxsen’s support.

“I still have a lot to learn. Do you think we could talk about
shipping and stuff? I’ve done a lot of research, but that’s not
the same as talking to someone who has that as a big part of
her business.”

“Of course. Or you could talk to Bear. He’s made some
changes in how we do things. He claims it’s more efficient.”

Kristine smiled. “You don’t sound convinced.”

“Oh, he’s right. It’s just change is hard. Even when it’s for
the best.”

Kristine knew Sophie was talking about CK Industries, but
wondered if there was a message in there for her.

“Jaxsen’s still gone,” she admitted.

“Stupid man.” Sophie touched her arm. “You okay?”

“No, but I’m dealing. I don’t know why he’s being so
stubborn. It’s not like I want to burn down the house and force
us all to live in tents. I just want to open a business and do
something that makes me happy. Why is that wrong?”

“You know it’s not and that I totally support you.”



“Why doesn’t my husband?”

“Have you asked him?”

“I’ve tried. He just keeps telling me that I’m being selfish
and not thinking of the family.” She clutched her glass. “He’s
not acting like anyone I know. I don’t get this side of him at
all. He’s always been a little self-absorbed, but not in a
destructive way. Plus, I know I always give in to him. Maybe I
should have stood up for myself before.”

“Do not make this your fault. Don’t do it. You’re not the
bad guy. Most people only talk about what they want to do,
but they never bother to take the steps and do the work. Look
at Amber.”

Kristine thought about her cousin. “Please don’t compare
me to her. Did she tell you about the apartment she wants to
rent? It sounds beautiful, but so expensive.”

“She mentioned it,” Sophie said, pouring them each more
champagne. “My point is all she does is talk. ‘I could have
gone to college.’ Oh, please. No, she couldn’t. Even if she
hadn’t gotten pregnant, she would have had a thousand
excuses. You’re not like that. You’ve done the work and now
you’re going to do even more work.” Sophie raised her glass.
“You are my hero.”

Kristine knew Sophie was being nice, but still, the words
made her feel good.

“You’re my hero, too. Plus, now you’re officially a crazy cat
lady and I think that makes you slightly less intimidating.”

“I’m not intimidating and I’m not a crazy cat lady.”

“You have what, ten cats?”

“Technically eleven, but nine of them are kittens and when
they’re old enough, they’re going to be adopted.”

“What about Lily and Mrs. Bennet?” Kristine grinned.
“Sophie, are you keeping the mama cats?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. They really like each other. I’d hate
to see them separated just when they’ve become friends.
They’re good cats. They’d have to be spayed, but they could



have the surgery at the same time and recover together. I’m
thinking about it.”

“CK would understand. She would want you to have
another cat. A dog would piss her off, but she gets cats.”

Sophie nodded slowly. “I still miss her.”

“Of course you do. But that doesn’t mean you can never
have another cat again.”

“I haven’t totally decided, but I’m leaning in that direction.”

“Good for you. And please, call on the boys to hang out
with the kittens. They’ll love it and provide plenty of
socialization.”

“I will.” Sophie handed her a mason jar. “Try these and tell
me what you think. If they’re as good as the reviews say, you
should try making something like them yourself.”

“You’re already expanding my product line?”

“Taking you to the big time, cuz.” She passed Kristine a
spoon. “We’ll be moguls together.”

Kristine told herself to be grateful for the support. Even
without Jaxsen, she was hardly in this alone. She had family
and friends and people who would be there for her. Funny how
knowing that didn’t take away the tiny knot of fear that had
taken up residence in her heart.

Heather set three bins on the workbench in the garage. She
remembered when her stepfather had built the bench. He’d
stocked the shelves with his worn tools and had set to fixing
all the things that were broken in the house.

George had been such a good guy, she thought,
remembering how patient he’d been with her. He’d been
excited to be a stepfather and he always talked about all the
things they were going to do together.

But he hadn’t stayed. Her happiness had faded as she
listened to the fights that had gotten more frequent. She



remembered begging her mother to at least get a part-time job
to help out financially. But Amber had refused to do anything
and eventually George had moved out. Heather was pretty sure
she’d missed him more than Amber had.

Now she touched the workbench and hoped the new
owners, whoever they might be, would appreciate the solid
surface and the storage below, then she pushed away
memories of George and opened the first bin.

Inside were a lot of her old toys and books. She wasn’t sure
why she’d kept them. She was never going to play with her
Barbie or My Little Pony dolls. She quickly sorted through
everything, keeping a couple of the books for sentimental
reasons, then placed everything else in the giveaway pile she’d
started against the far wall.

Two hours later she’d gone through her things and had
started on the stuff from the house. There were broken toasters
and mismatched dishes, old towels, a record player and stacks
of records.

She sorted as best she could, putting things in the giveaway
pile, the trash pile or the “to be discussed” pile. She thought
the records might have value. There was an antiques store on
the island, Blackberry Preserves. After clearing it with her
mother, Heather would take them there to see if they wanted to
buy them.

Around eleven in the morning, Amber wandered out.

“What are you doing out here?”

“Cleaning out the garage. We talked about it last night at
dinner.”

“I didn’t think you meant it.”

“Someone has to do it.” Heather tried to keep her tone
neutral, but knew she wasn’t successful when her mother’s
gaze sharpened.

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing, Mom. I want to take a few things over to
Blackberry Preserves and see if we can sell them. Once I’ve



sorted through everything, you’ll need to tell me what you
want to keep.”

Amber looked around. “It’s all junk. I don’t care about any
of it.”

Heather knew the trap of that. If she did as her mother said
and got rid of it all, she would hear about it for months. How
“treasures” had been cavalierly tossed into the trash heap.

“I’ll let you know when I’m ready to have you double-
check.”

“Fine. Whatever. We need to go sign the lease for the
apartment.”

A subject they had carefully avoided, Heather thought
grimly.

“The one with the view?” she asked, hoping she was wrong.

“It was so beautiful. You have to admit it’s so much nicer
than this place. We’ll love it there.”

“We can’t afford it.”

“Sophie’s giving me a raise. That will help.”

“Why would Sophie give you a raise?”

“Because I deserve it. I’m an excellent employee. Plus, I
talked to her about the apartment and she wants to help. She
told me so.”

Heather had no idea what the actual conversation had been,
but she wasn’t going to get into that now. Yes, the apartment
was nice, but there was no way they could come up with the
money for it. Even if her mom did get a raise. Besides, there
was no way of knowing how long Amber would keep her job.
She was notorious for quitting without warning.

Even more troubling was the reality that if Heather managed
to escape the island, there was no way she could earn enough
to support herself and her mother—especially in the high-rent
apartment. It was just too risky.

“I can’t,” she said, bracing herself for the outburst. “I can’t
sign that lease.”



Her mother’s face tightened. “What did you say?”

“It’s too expensive. I won’t take on that much of a
payment.”

“You can’t tell me no. You ungrateful brat. You know I can’t
get the lease on my own. You’re doing this on purpose. You
want to punish me. How could you?” Her mother’s voice was
a scream. Her whole body began to shake. “I can’t believe
you’re being like this. I will never forgive you, Heather. Do
you hear me? Never!”

Amber ran out of the garage and into the house. The door
slammed behind her. Heather had never refused her mother
anything. She always gave in. Only this time she couldn’t. It
was too much money that she didn’t have.

“I’m putting on my own oxygen mask,” she whispered,
doing her best not to give in to the need to throw up. “I’m
saving myself. I’m allowed to do that. It’s going to be okay.”

The words were all lies, but she kept repeating them on the
unlikely chance that one day they would be true.



Chapter Twenty-Three

Sophie had a lot of feelings and nowhere to put them. She’d
spent over two hours playing with the kittens, stopping only
when they collapsed in exhaustion. She’d cleaned her house
and brushed the mama cats and got groceries. By then it was
three on a Sunday afternoon and she still had too much energy
to just sit and read or watch a movie.

This was when it would be good to be the kind of person
who went for a run, she thought. But she wasn’t. And with
things still weird with Dugan, she hadn’t even gone to his
class that morning. Which made no sense—the man had done
as he’d promised. He’d moved Judy to the Blackberry Island
Inn. So where was the bad?

It was a question without answer so she did the only thing
that made sense. She drove to the warehouse. After
deactivating the alarm code, she prowled the shelves, scowling
at the changes Bear had made. By the huge overhead doors,
she saw several pallets of merchandise that must have been
delivered late on Friday. Her spirits lifted. At last, something
to do that would leave her tired enough to ignore the churning
in her brain.

She used the forklift to move the pallets, then removed the
protective layer of plastic and began logging in the items. As
she worked, she tried to figure out why Dugan had been so
accommodating. That was better than dissecting the whole
“I’m crazy about you” line he’d fed her. He couldn’t be. She
was grumpy and stubborn and now she wouldn’t sleep with
him. No way he could still like her.

But thinking about him not liking her wasn’t fun, either.
Maybe if she could define what they had. It wasn’t a
relationship—not in the traditional sense. She couldn’t do that.
Not anymore. She’d tried with Mark and all that had gotten
her was a ridiculous alimony payout for his half of a business
he’d never had anything to do with.



She didn’t want that again. She didn’t want to work her butt
off seven days a week only to have some man take half of it
from her. She didn’t want to be the only one who was
ambitious. She wanted…

She had no idea what she wanted, she admitted to herself.
She liked Dugan. He was fun to be around and he was
insightful, which was a little scary, but maybe also a good
thing. God knew she had the insights of sandpaper. If only he
wasn’t so together. She didn’t like that about him. It was too
off-putting. Which made no sense. If she liked him being
insightful, shouldn’t she appreciate him having his life
together?

Maybe it was because she knew she couldn’t say the same
about herself. She didn’t have any life balance. Of course, she
didn’t think life balance and wild success were possible. Not
that she’d been wildly successful, but she’d done a good job
and that meant working long hours and why did anyone get to
judge that if it made her happy? Stupid life balance judgers.

She shook off her thoughts and focused on moving the
pallet. Coming to the warehouse didn’t seem to be having its
usual calming effect on her. Maybe she should have gone to
see Kristine, although her cousin had said she was going to
spend the weekend cleaning the bakery. Why anyone would
want to scrub walls and floors before a remodel was beyond
her, but that was Kristine. And while Sophie was looking for a
distraction, she did not want to get roped into scrubbing
anything. Logging in inventory was much more satisfying.

Heather was an option, only she should be hanging out with
friends her own age and not her aunt. Which left Amber and
that was a nonstarter. Although Sophie still had to figure out
what to do about the apartment. Was she willing to cosign a
lease so Heather didn’t have to? If she did, she knew there was
a better than even chance that Amber would simply stop
paying the rent. Assuming she had enough money in the first
place. Sophie didn’t want Heather to be trapped, but shouldn’t
Amber be the one taking care of her own daughter?

The obvious solution was to make more friends, she
thought, loading a cart with cases of cat food. Then she would



have a wider group from which to choose when she needed to
hang out with someone. Not that she was very good at making
friends. She was always busy with work and—

“What do you think you’re doing?”

The loud question startled her so much, the case of food
she’d been carrying slipped from her hands and nearly landed
on her foot. She jumped back and spun to see Bear standing by
the pallet, his hands on his hips, his eyes narrowed.

Sophie pressed her palm against her chest. “You scared
me,” she gasped. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

“You didn’t answer the question.”

“What question? Oh, I’m logging in merchandise.”

His slightly hostile expression didn’t change.

“What?” She lowered her arms to her sides. “I was feeling
out of sorts, and working in the warehouse relaxes me. I’m not
doing anything bad.” She resisted the need to roll her eyes.
“I’m following procedure.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I am, too.”

Bear glared at her. “We had a deal, Sophie. You’re to stay
out of my department. You said you would stop messing with
things. You can’t show up on a Sunday afternoon and do your
own thing. It doesn’t work that way.”

He had a point. As much as she wanted to say that it was her
company and that she could damn well do whatever she
wanted, she had, possibly, promised Bear she wouldn’t get in
the way. Not that she wanted to admit that if she didn’t have
to.

“How did you even know I was here?”

“Since we made changes in the alarm system, I get
notifications if anyone accesses the building after hours. Once
I got the alert, I checked out the cameras and saw you messing
in my department.”



He’d been watching out for the company, she thought. That
was so nice.

“Sophie, you can’t keep doing this. It’s not fair to me and
sure isn’t healthy for you.”

She hung her head. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Can’t you go shopping like every other woman? Or get
your hair done? The Mariners are playing. Go watch the game.
Something. Anything.”

He was right, she told herself. She had promised and he was
doing a good job and she really had no right to mess with that.

She picked up the case of cat food and put it on the cart,
then logged out of the computer and shut it off.

“This whole pallet is logged in,” she said. “The others
aren’t. You’re right. I shouldn’t have started messing with
things. I promised I wouldn’t. I’m sorry you had to come out
on a Sunday afternoon.”

He stared at her, obviously unconvinced. “And?”

“And that’s all. I’m leaving now.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. I’d say it won’t happen again, but it probably will.”

“But you’re actually leaving now?”

“We can walk out together if you’d like.”

“Huh. Every now and then there’s a miracle. Who knew?”

Kristine sat across from the barrel-chested manager of the CK
warehouse. She was nervous and excited and ready to absorb
whatever information he was willing to share with her.

“Thank you again for meeting with me,” she said. “I know
you’re busy.”

“You have excellent timing,” Bear told her. “I’m feeling
pretty good about Sophie these days. That’s going to spill over
to her cousin.”



Kristine laughed. “Okay, I don’t know what it means, but
I’ll accept the spirit of your statement. As I explained on the
phone, I’m opening a bakeshop in town. I’m going to be
selling cookies and brownies. I’ve sold out of a cart and
through the winery gift shops, so my customers have always
simply taken their orders with them. Now I’m looking at
shipping. I’d like your advice on that.”

Bear nodded. “I can see how you’d have a big market for
shipping. For gifts and the like. You know before I worked
here, I ran a few fruit warehouses back in Yakima. Different
from cookies and brownies.”

“They are.”

He turned around and took a small box off a shelf, then
handed it to her. The box was white, with the CK logo. It was
about six inches square.

“Open it,” he told her.

She did and saw a mug inside. But what really caught her
attention was the box itself. It was shaped to hold the mug
securely in place with no additional protection.

“This is clever,” she said.

“It works. The customers get a mug that isn’t broken and we
can save time on the packing. The boxes cost double what a
standard box would cost but I’ve run the numbers and it’s
worth it. Nobody wants to get a broken mug and have the
hassle of getting it replaced. Cookies are different. Broken
tastes the same.”

“But they’re not as nice and my clients won’t be as excited
if the cookies are always broken.” She thought about the
YouTube videos she’d watched on how to ship cookies.
“You’re saying I should spend a little extra up front to make
sure my products arrive the way they’re supposed to.”

“Yes. You’re going to have to test out your methods. Toss
them around a few dozen times to see what happens to what’s
inside.”

“I was going to use a box inside of a box method I saw
online. Testing how that works is a really good idea. I have



three boys. They’ll be happy to help with that.”

He showed her how cat beds were boxed. All of them were
in a box printed with the CK logo. “When it’s a custom order,
we wrap it in CK tissue paper. More expensive, but if the
customer is buying something special, we should treat it that
way. You might want to look at custom paper or bags or
whatever. Give them the experience, then charge them
appropriately. You’re going to have to start building your
mailing list.”

“I know. I wish I’d been collecting names and addresses for
the past year or so, but I didn’t so I’m starting from scratch.”

“You can buy mailing lists. Physical mailing lists. It’s not
cheap and then you have to have something printed. But it
might be worth it. You give a discount code and then cross
your fingers. If you buy a truly targeted list, then you should
get a reasonable return. You might want to talk to Elliot about
that sort of thing.”

“Elliot?”

“Our marketing guy. That’s more his area of expertise.” He
hesitated. “Sophie’s not going to give up the CK list. Just so
you know.”

“I’d never ask her for it.”

“Cat people probably like cookies.”

“Yes, but this is Sophie’s business. I need to find my own
way.”

He talked to her about different label programs and which
ones worked best, then took her out to the warehouse and
showed her how they went about packing up their orders. An
hour later she thanked him and left.

Once she was in her car, she paused to make notes while the
information was still fresh in her head. She wanted to talk to
Sophie about scheduling a meeting with Elliot. Once that was
done, she tucked the pages into her briefcase and glanced at
her watch. She was right on time to go pick up the boys from
school.



On her way she thought about how great the day was going.
Just that morning she’d had a meeting with the owners of the
Blackberry Island Inn. Michelle and Carly had been excited
about her new retail space and had loved her samples. They’d
agreed to sell cookies in the gift shop. If that went well, they
wanted the option of offering the cookies to guests in the
lobby, in the evening. Kristine was going to keep her fingers
crossed for that.

Things were moving forward, she thought happily. Jerry
was due to start working on the remodel. In the meantime, she
had plenty to do. Bear had given her a lot to think about.
Buying a mailing list scared her, but she would run the
numbers and see if it made sense.

The only dark cloud in her otherwise sunny sky was Jaxsen.
Although she supposed he was more a storm than a cloud. She
hadn’t heard a word from him—not since he’d come by the
house to ask if she was “ready to give up.”

The boys knew she’d leased the property, so she assumed
they’d told him. Was he even more upset now or did he
understand what she was doing and why? Were they ever
going to talk about any of it?

She knew they had to. They couldn’t simply ignore each
other indefinitely. But he was waiting for her to cave and she
was waiting for him to show a little understanding. She didn’t
know who was going to give in first.

Maybe she should find a therapist and talk to him or her
about what was going on. Maybe she could get some advice
and figure out what to do next.

She spotted JJ and Tommy racing toward her. She unlocked
her SUV.

“How was school?” she asked, hugging them as they
tumbled into the car.

“Good,” Tommy said. “Are we going to the store now?”

“We are, but first we have to get your brother.”

JJ fastened his seat belt. “I told Dad what we were doing
today and said he should stop by but he couldn’t get off work.”



And there it was, she thought. Confirmation that Jaxsen
knew she’d moved forward with her plan. “It’s late spring,”
Kristine murmured, careful to keep her voice even. “The road
crews are extra busy.”

The conciliatory thing to say. The mature thing, despite the
fact that Jaxsen could easily take off a couple of hours from
work if he wanted to.

She drove to the elementary school and picked up Grant,
then took the boys to her new store.

Once she’d unlocked the front door, she showed them where
everything was going to go and how the counter would be
moved and where she would put the mixers she’d already
bought.

“I want to help,” Tommy told her. “Can I work here?”

“I think you’re a little young.”

“But I can do laundry.”

She ruffled his hair. “Yes, you can, but I’m afraid the state
thinks you’re not old enough to have a job. But you can help at
home if you want, and keep me company here sometimes.”

“Me, too?” Grant asked.

“Of course. In fact, you can all start tonight. I’m going to
pack up some cookies as if I’m mailing them to a customer,
then I want you three to toss around the box so I can see if the
cookies break or not.”

JJ grinned. “I’ll help with that. Plus, you can hire me, Mom.
For real.”

“You’re only fourteen.”

“I know, but I looked online. Because I’m family and you
own the business, you can hire me. I can only work a certain
number of hours and you have to keep my employment
records for three years, but that’s all.”

“You want a job?”

“Uh-huh. Mom, I’m going to be sixteen in two years.
Grandma and Papa are buying me a car, but what about



insurance and gas and maintenance? I have to help with that. I
want to start saving money.”

He looked so earnest as he spoke. And mature.

“You’re okay with me starting the business?”

JJ hesitated. “I wish Dad was okay with it, but I understand
what you want to do.”

“Plus, it gives you a job.”

He grinned. “Everybody wins.”

She hugged him. “I appreciate the support and we will talk
about you working for me once I have things up and running.”
She was sure she could use the help, even if it was just a
couple of afternoons a week.

“I can’t wait to be fourteen,” Tommy grumbled.

“Me, too,” Grant added.

Her boys, she thought, love filling her heart. They were
sweet and kind and she would walk through fire for them. If
only Jaxsen were here, sharing the moment.

But he wasn’t and she didn’t know if he ever would be. She
had the sudden thought that she might very well be looking at
her future—that of a single mom, starting a business and going
it alone. She didn’t want that. She wanted her marriage and her
husband, but she wanted the business, too. Only right now that
didn’t seem possible. With surrendering not an option, she was
going to have to have faith in herself and the future, even
though as of now, there wasn’t very much to believe in.

Sophie sat cross-legged in the middle of her living room.
She’d downloaded a meditation app and was listening to the
soft voice of the narrator telling her to inhale through her nose,
then exhale through her mouth. Which wasn’t natural and felt
awkward and really?

The doorbell rang, rescuing her from the nightmare of
trying to be centered. She scrambled to her feet and found



Jaxsen standing on her front porch.

Her relief quickly faded into annoyance when she saw him.
She thought about Kristine’s worry and tears and wondered
how hard she could punch her cousin-in-law.

“Are you still being a dick?” she asked bluntly.

He pushed past her and walked into the house. “You could
start with hi.”

“Hi. Are you still being a dick?”

He glared at her. “No. I’m the injured party here, Soph. I’m
not the one taking money from the family to start a business
that’s likely to fail. I’m not the one taking time away from my
own children to—”

“Just stop. Jaxsen, please. You are so full of shit. You’re the
one who walked out without a word. Even worse, you’re
living in your parents’ basement. That’s just pathetic.”

“You’re not taking my side in this?”

“No. Of course not. If Kristine murdered someone, I’d help
her bury the body. Take your side. Seriously?”

“But we’re family. And I’m not wrong.”

Sophie wondered if she had a shovel or something in her
garage. Jaxsen obviously needed a good beating. Someone had
to knock sense into him. But violence wasn’t really her thing
and even though Jaxsen was being awful she didn’t think
Kristine would appreciate her maiming him.

“You make me tired with your stupidness,” she muttered,
and motioned for him to follow her. “Come on.”

She led the way into the kitchen and pointed to one of the
chairs at the table. After collecting a bottle of tequila and two
shot glasses, she got out salt and sliced a lime, then joined
him. The tequila was decent quality so she was ruining it with
the lime and salt, but what the hey. It was a tradition.

“You are the dumbest of the dumb,” she said, pouring them
each a shot.



“I’m not. I want her to stop what she’s doing.” He
swallowed the drink, then sprinkled salt on his hand and licked
it off before sucking on a wedge of lime.

“So she can what? Sit home waiting for you? The boys are
growing up. She needs something else in her life and you
know it. Her business idea is sound, the start-up costs are low
and the chance for success is excellent. What’s your
problem?”

He averted his gaze. “I don’t like it.”

“So I’ve gathered, but why? What’s the big deal? Come on,
Jaxsen, tell me the actual problem. Do you really want to be
the kind of man who feels the need to lock his wife in a cage?”

She drank her shot. The liquid burned her throat. She
followed with salt and lime, then went back to glaring at him.

“You’re really going about this all wrong,” she continued
when he didn’t answer her. “She is a terrific mother, a great
wife. She treats you way better than you deserve and you
walked out on her.”

His expression got even more stubborn, which was hard to
believe. Honestly, he was so annoying. Even so, she
recognized that she wasn’t getting through to him and decided
to try a different tactic.

“Remember when we were in high school?” she asked.
“Remember how frustrated you used to get with your parents?
You didn’t like how your dad treated your mom and you didn’t
like how she took it. You wanted her to stand up for herself.
You wanted your dad to remember what century it was.”

“This is different.”

“How?”

He took another shot. “It just is.”

“Jaxsen! Come on. I’m being serious.” She reached across
the table and touched his arm. “You love her. I know you do.”

“Loving her isn’t the problem. Of course I love her, but she
can’t do this.”



“You know it’s too late, right? She’s already signed the
lease.”

“The boys told me.” His gaze hardened. “It’s not my
problem. She’ll have to figure a way out of it.”

“Jeez. Who are you? Do you understand you’re asking her
to choose between you and a dream she’s had for years?
You’re telling her the price of staying married to you is to give
up growing as a human being. You’re telling her you’re going
to make all the decisions in her life—that you don’t trust her.
That she never gets to have what she wants. What’s next? Are
you going to lock her in the house? Start hitting her? Will that
make you feel like a man?”

He flinched. “That’s not fair. I would never hit her.”

“Abuse comes in all forms, Jaxsen. You should think about
that.” She stood. “I really thought I knew you. I thought you
were just scared of I don’t know what, but that you would
come around. I told her to hang on to you and your marriage. I
told her you were worth it, but I was wrong. You’re not and
honest to God, she’s better off without you.”

The color drained out of his face. “Is that really what you
think?”

“It is now.”

He rose and glared at her. “You don’t know anything.”

“Neither do you. The difference is you’re going to lose
Kristine over what you don’t know.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it and stalked out of the
house.



Chapter Twenty-Four

Heather tried to convince herself she wasn’t going to die.
Whatever she’d eaten would eventually work itself through
her body, but until then, she wasn’t sure how many more times
she could throw up.

The sense of something being wrong had come on so
suddenly, she’d barely had time to make it to the bathroom at
work before puking out her guts. Elliot had walked by her as
she’d staggered out of the bathroom, only to have to turn
around and race back inside to throw up again. When she’d
managed to stand up and consider maybe splashing water on
her face, Office Manager Tina had been waiting for her.

“I already have your handbag,” the other woman had said
kindly. “You’re going to leave your bike here and I’m driving
you home. You need to be in bed. Do you have something like
ginger ale to help settle your stomach? Plain crackers would
help, as well.”

Heather nodded, sure there was some kind of sweet,
carbonated something in the pantry. And crackers. Not that she
could ever imagine eating or drinking again. She really just
wanted to lie down and if it was her time to go, then that was
fine with her.

Tina helped her out to her car, then put a small plastic trash
can in by her feet. “Just in case. Don’t worry about grossing
me out. I have children. I’ve seen it all.”

“Thank you,” Heather managed, rolling down the window
and letting the cool morning breeze blow over her face.

“You look terrible.”

“That’s good. I feel terrible.” The combination of cramping
and writhing in her stomach and the general shakiness had her
wishing she were already in her own bed.



The drive took less than ten minutes. Heather managed not
to throw up even once—an accomplishment. Once Tina pulled
into the driveway next to a large van, Heather dragged herself
out of the car.

“I’ll be better tomorrow.”

Tina shook her head. “We have a very detailed policy. You
are not to come back to work until you’ve gone at least
twenty-four hours without a fever or vomiting. Don’t make me
use my stern voice on you. It’s not something you’ll enjoy.”

Heather felt too awful to smile. Instead, she offered a half-
hearted wave and headed for the front door.

It was only when she was by the front door that she thought
to wonder why there was a van in the driveway. Her mother
drove a Subaru and was at work.

The bathroom, she thought with a groan as her stomach
twisted and turned.

Today was the hall bathroom redo. The tub-shower combo
was getting one of those re-covering jobs and the vanity and
sink were being replaced. For the next couple of days she was
going to have to share her mother’s bathroom.

She staggered into the house with the idea she would
change into yoga pants and a T-shirt and then maybe—

But whatever plans she’d had quickly changed as she was
forced to bolt for the master bath. She barely made it in time,
retching until she thought she was in danger of something
coming loose. She sank onto the floor where she tried to catch
her breath.

A few minutes later she crawled to the sink and pulled
herself to a standing position. She washed her face with cold
water and rinsed out her mouth, then managed to get to her
bedroom where she quickly changed all the while hearing
hammering and cheerful conversation between a couple of
guys she didn’t know.

One of them stepped into the hallway. “We’re doing the
bathroom today,” he said. “We talked to your mom when we
arrived.”



Heather nodded. “Don’t mind me. I came home early
because I don’t feel well. I’ll stay out of your way.”

She thought about getting something to drink, but it seemed
like too much effort. Instead, she went to the linen closet
where she pulled out a spare blanket and pillow, then dragged
both into the master and laid them on the floor. She lay down
and waited to see what would happen next.

Morning passed into early afternoon. She threw up twice
more before managing to get a cup of ice and a can of Sprite.
She sipped slowly, careful not to tax her system. Despite the
pounding, a radio playing and guys talking, she slept a little.
She woke up in the late afternoon feeling marginally better.
She wasn’t the least bit hungry, but she no longer felt the
cramping and twisting in her belly.

She rolled onto her back and thought maybe she would try
getting up. She could sit on the sofa and—

The bedroom door opened and her mother walked in.
Heather stared in surprise, thinking it was either later than she
thought or her mother had come home early. Even as the
thoughts formed, she saw Amber carrying several large plastic
trash bags filled with cat beds and toys and throws—all with
the CK logo.

Amber stared at her. “What are you doing in my bedroom?”

“I got food poisoning and came home. Tina drove me. I
couldn’t stay in my room because they’re working on my
bathroom.”

“Oh. No one told me.” Her mother walked around her and
shoved the bags into the closet, then shut the door. “How are
you feeling?”

“Better.” Heather sat up. “Mom, what’s all that stuff?”

“What stuff?”

“The bags you just put into the closet.”

Amber leaned over and touched her forehead. “You might
have a fever. Did you take your temperature?”

“Mom, the bags.”



“There are no bags.”

Heather got to her feet. The room spun a little before
settling into place. “I saw them.” The bags were important, she
thought, trying to focus. Because there was no way Amber had
bought all those things. There was no reason. Which only left
one ugly possibility.

“Mom, you’re not stealing from Sophie, are you?”

The slap came out of nowhere. Heather staggered back a
step, then pressed a hand to her stinging cheek.

“How dare you,” Amber said, her voice low and angry.
“What a terrible thing to say. I bought those things. I paid for
them myself.”

Her chin came up as she spoke and her gaze was steady.
Heather willed herself to believe. She wanted to know it was
going to be okay—that her mother wasn’t really stealing from
her own cousin, but there was no getting around the truth.

“Why?” she asked softly, dropping her hand to her side.
“We have good jobs. We’re well paid. Why would you do
that?”

“She’s not paying us enough. I want that apartment and this
is your fault. If you would just sign the lease, then everything
would be fine. You’re so selfish. I don’t know where I went
wrong with you.”

Heather knew there was a message here—one she needed to
listen to—but she wasn’t able to pull it all together. Sadness
overwhelmed her, along with a sense of loss and the
knowledge that she was well and truly trapped in
circumstances she couldn’t control. The only possible plan
was to escape. Only how? And—

Her stomach lurched and she had to run to the bathroom to
throw up yet again. This time was one of the worst. There was
nothing in her stomach, but no part of her body seemed to care
as powerful muscles caused her to retch over and over again.

When she could finally breathe, she sank onto the tile floor,
pulling her knees to her chest. She felt a cool, damp cloth
against the back of her neck.



“Just try to relax,” Amber said. “I’ll go get you more Sprite
with fresh ice. Then I’ll check on the workmen and find out
how much longer they’re going to be. You need to sleep. Later,
I’ll heat you some chicken noodle soup. You’ll feel better in
the morning.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Of course.” Amber kissed the top of her head. “You’re my
baby girl.”

When Amber left, Heather leaned against the tub. Theirs
was a twisted relationship, she thought. There was no reason
to think it would ever be normal. She thought about what
Elliot had told her about the oxygen mask. She didn’t want
him to be right, but fate seemed to conspire to convince her.

Sophie did her best to stand quietly in place, when she really
wanted to dance and jump and skip. They were here! Finally!

The “here” was a business park not far from O’Hare airport.
She could see the Chicago skyline in the distance and hear the
nearby freeway noise. The unimpressive offices belied their
importance in her business life because she and Maggie were
about to meet with Bryce Green—a national distributor of
upscale cat merchandise.

“Are you listening?” Maggie asked, her voice stern, her
gaze direct. “I need you to be listening.”

Sophie grinned. “I know all this. It’s your meeting. You
have a relationship with Bryce, not me. You’re doing all the
talking. I’m just here to watch and learn.”

“As if,” Maggie said with a snort. “You’re here because you
begged so much, it got embarrassing. I only brought you
because I knew you’d take another flight and tail me. This way
I get to keep an eye on you. Now, tell me exactly what you’re
going to say to Bryce?”

“Hello and nice to meet you.”

“Anything else?”



“No.” Sophie made an X on her heart. “This is your contact
and your show. You’re going to tell him about the cat tree and
the custom quilts. Nothing else. We’ll have a pleasant meeting
and then we’ll leave.”

They had a late-afternoon flight back to Seattle. With the
two-hour time difference, they should be back on Blackberry
Island in time for a late dinner.

“That all sounds good,” Maggie said slowly. “Why don’t I
believe you?”

“I have no idea.”

Seconds later a slight, balding man in a worn suit walked
out into the shabby waiting area. He smiled when he saw
Maggie and hugged her before kissing her on both cheeks.

“I finally get to see you again,” he said. “It’s been too long.
I can’t believe you jumped ships.”

“I had to.” Maggie laughed. “Bryce, this is my new boss.
Sophie Lane, please meet Bryce Green.”

Sophie shook hands with him. “This is so exciting. Thank
you for taking the time.” She wanted to add that she’d been
trying to meet with him for three years, but caught Maggie’s
warning glance and carefully pressed her lips together in a
smile.

“Come on back,” Bryce said, leading the way to his
cluttered office.

Sophie wasn’t the least put off by the unimpressive
surroundings. Bryce put all his money where it counted—into
distribution. He knew each of his customers personally. He
understood what worked for them and what didn’t. If he
offered something, the retailers knew it was a winner. Getting
his attention was difficult. Getting into his markets was a
dream come true.

When they were seated, Maggie pushed aside a pile of
invoices and set her tablet on his desk.

“I know you’re a busy man, so I’ll get right to the point. CK
wants to bring you two unique products.”



Bryce’s expression turned skeptical. “That’s not the CK
brand.” He turned to Sophie. “You like high volume and
cheap. That’s not my style.” He held up his hands. “No
offense.”

Sophie’s good mood vanished. Was this jerk dissing her
company? She was about to speak when she caught Maggie’s
warning glance.

“New companies have to try different things to figure out
what’s right for them,” Maggie said easily. “The brand is
maturing and I think you’re going to like the direction.”

She tapped on her tablet, loading pictures of the cat tree,
then turned the screen so Bryce could see it.

“They’re even more beautiful in person. The wood is
untreated, nontoxic and sustainable. The work is done by
indigenous tribes in the Amazon. It’s a cooperative partnership
supported by the United Nations. We have standard sizes in
stock and customizable options.”

“Nice.” Bryce flipped through the pictures. “I’ve seen a lot
of cat trees in my time, but this one is excellent. I’m just not
sure I have a place for it.”

Maggie’s smile never wavered. “I think you’ll change your
mind when you get the sample. Most cat trees are sad little
things with no padding on the perches. This one has thick
layers of dreamy comfort for the cats. You know how cat
parents love that.”

“Maybe. What else?”

She showed him the quilts and quickly explained how they
were customized and shipped out as a kit.

“A great project for grandma and the grandkids, or mom
and her kids, or for the crafter. It’s not like knitting or crochet
where you’re constantly fighting the cat for your supplies.”

Bryce chuckled. “They do like to play with yarn. How long
does a quilt take to put together?”

“That depends on the experience level of the quilter. We can
offer them in larger printed pieces or we can do smaller pieces



of fabric that require more work.”

“I don’t know. Is quilting a thing right now?”

Maggie leaned back in her chair. “Want the statistics?”

Sophie could feel Bryce’s interest slipping away. He didn’t
think the cat tree was special enough and now that she stared
at the quilt pictures she wondered why on earth she’d ever
thought they were a good idea. They weren’t! They were
stupid and she was going to lose her chance.

“We have these great cat hammocks,” she said quickly.
“They’re fun and colorful and cats love them. Or these great
stairs for cats. You mount them on the wall and create really
cool patterns so they’re both entertaining for the pets, but also
art.”

“Anything else?” Bryce asked, his tone a little strained.
“Anything in the upscale cat litter market?”

Uh-oh. Sophie realized thirty seconds too late, she’d spoken
when she wasn’t supposed to. Bryce leaned toward her.

“I’ve been in the business a long time, Sophie. Let me give
you some advice. CK is more a box store kind of brand. You
should go talk to one of them and see if you can work a deal. I
think you’ll be happier. The stores I sell to have a very
different way of doing business.”

While Sophie loved her box store accounts and would do
anything for them, she had a feeling Bryce wasn’t paying her a
compliment.

“Bryce,” Maggie began.

He shook his head. “I want exclusive. You know that. I want
something special and unique. That’s what I promise my
customers. They’re willing to pay for the best, but that’s what
it has to be. Not some take-out menu. If you can’t believe what
you bring me is worth it, then I can’t sell it. But it was real
good to see you again.”

He stood and shook hands with each of them. “Have a safe
flight home.”



“But… But…” Sophie glared at him. “That’s it? That’s all
we get?”

Maggie grabbed her arm and hustled her out of the office.

“Don’t speak,” her sales director told her.

“I can speak if I want. It’s my company.”

When they reached the sidewalk, Maggie headed for their
rental car. When she reached it, she turned and glared at
Sophie.

“Yes, it’s your company. It’s your dream, blah, blah, blah. I
knew bringing you along was a mistake. I knew you’d do this
and I let you convince me anyway. What was I thinking?
You’re impossible. You’re impulsive, you’re immune to good
advice and when there are consequences, which there always
are, you’re surprised. Why can’t you learn? Yes, you’ve done a
great job, but you don’t know it all. You don’t. And now
you’ve blown the most important meeting you were going to
have all year because you couldn’t stop talking.”

Sophie refused to be the bad guy in all this. “He was
impossible. He was going to say no to all of it.”

“No, he wasn’t. That is simply Bryce’s style. He was very
interested in the cat trees and he probably would have gone for
the quilts.”

“You can’t know that.”

“It’s my job to know that,” Maggie yelled. “It’s why you
hired me. I know Bryce. I’ve worked with him nearly ten
years. He was interested. But you couldn’t wait. You couldn’t
trust me. You had to do it all yourself and now we have
nothing.”

Sophie stared at her, unable to take it all in. She hadn’t
blown it. There was no way Bryce was going to buy anything.
Except, what if Maggie wasn’t wrong?

Sophie had hired her to handle sales. Sophie had begged
her. She’d flown to Denver and offered her the moon, all
because Maggie had experience in a market Sophie



desperately wanted to get into. A market that Sophie had failed
at dozens of times.

She’d never gotten as far as a meeting with Bryce. Not
once. She couldn’t even get him to return her calls. But
Maggie had gotten them in because she knew what to do.
She’d had a plan and it had all just gone to shit.

Sophie stared at her. “I blew it.”

“That’s one way of looking at it.”

“I did everything you told me not to.”

“Yup.” Maggie unlocked the rental car. “Get in. We have to
get to the airport. Maybe we can get on an earlier flight.”

“I pissed all over my dream.”

“And mine. I was supposed to get a bonus based on the
order. Guess my kids aren’t getting new bikes for their
birthdays.”

Sophie slid into the passenger side, a cold, horrified
sensation washing through her. “It was right there, in the palm
of my hand and I killed it.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It’s all my fault.”

“Totally. Now can we please stop talking about it?”

Sophie nodded. She would stop talking but she wouldn’t
stop thinking. She’d always been so smart about things. She’d
started CK from nothing and grown it to a multimillion-dollar
corporation. She had dozens of employees and a great
customer list and yet when it came to a critical moment, she’d
messed up. There was no one else to blame. She’d been
warned and she hadn’t listened.

She wasn’t the smartest person in the room. Not this time.
Because it didn’t take a big brain to stay quiet.

Was it ego? Was it the erroneous belief that she knew better
than everyone else? Was she really that kind of person?



She’d blown it—totally and completely. She’d been
arrogant and thoughtless and wrong.

She looked at Maggie. “I’m sorry.”

Maggie sighed. “Me, too.”



Chapter Twenty-Five

Kristine ran her hands across the top of her new-to-her mixer
and tried not to moan. It was so beautiful—sleek lines and
shiny chrome trim. Big and powerful and barely scratched.
The bowls held quadruple the amount of the mixer she had at
home, and the motor had been built to handle whatever she
threw at it. She couldn’t wait to give it a test run.

Jerry’s crew had been hard at work, pulling out the counter
and taking up the flooring. They weren’t going to be in for a
couple of days so she’d decided to test out the kitchen. She’d
brought all the ingredients she would need to bake cookies,
along with baking sheets and cooling racks. The ones she’d
ordered had yet to be delivered. But that was fine with her—
she could make do.

She collected butter and eggs from the cooler she’d rolled in
from her car. Her favorite spoons were already laid out on the
dish towels she’d put down as her work surface. The new-to-
her oven was preheating.

Happiness bubbled through her, nearly making her giddy.
The moment was magical, she thought. Everything she’d
hoped it would be. All she needed was a couple of Bluetooth
speakers so she could hook up her phone and have some
music. When she got home, she would check online and find
one or two on sale. Music and a finished kitchen and then she
would be ready.

Sadness poked at a few of her bubbles, but she pushed it
away. Yes, everything would be better if Jaxsen could get his
head on straight, but that didn’t seem to be happening and she
was tired of waiting for him to catch up to the current century.

“Hello?”

The sound of a male voice made her jump. Her immediate
thought was that she should have locked the front door.
Following that was the mental note to get a bell for the door.



Not that she had to be frightened. This was Blackberry Island.
Nothing bad ever happened here—at least not on the crime
front.

She stepped out of the kitchen and stared when she saw
Bruno in what would be the retail section of her store. He
smiled.

“Good morning, Kristine.”

“Hi. What are you doing here? How did you know about the
store? How was Italy?”

“The catering company told me you’d sent a letter
discontinuing your services. I hoped that meant you’d decided
to open your store.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “As
there is only one former bakery on the island, it wasn’t
difficult to find. I took a chance.”

He looked good, she thought, taking in the stylish suit.
Better than she’d remembered.

“You’re really doing this.”

She smiled. “I am. I’m very excited. As you can see, the
remodel has started. I have a professional kitchen and two
brand-new restaurant-quality mixers. I’m in love.”

He chuckled. “I’m glad for you.” The smile faded.
“Although I’m sorry I won’t be seeing you anymore.”

“I, ah…” What was she supposed to say to that? Was he
being polite or something more?

Even as the thought formed, she mentally rolled her eyes at
herself. Something more? Oh, right. Because Bruno was so
incredibly hot for her. Yes, there’d been a brief kiss, but she
was as much to blame for it and he’d never once—

“I really enjoyed the catering job,” she said quickly,
reminding herself she was in the middle of a conversation and
that generally went better when both of them actually talked.
“But this is what I’ve always dreamed about. I’m so excited
and anxious to get started.”

“I can see how happy you are.” He looked around. “Do you
have enough funding?”



She was existing on shoestring, but knew that inviting him
to be an investor would lead to all kinds of trouble. “Yes, I’m
good in that department.”

His dark gaze settled on her face. “You’re never going to
leave him, are you?”

Without thinking, she took a step back. “I’m not sure what
you’re asking.”

“You are very clear on what I’m asking and I have my
answer.” His expression turned regretful. “I wish you all the
best, Kristine.”

With that, he turned and started out of the store.

At that exact moment, Jaxsen walked in. The two men
looked at each other. Before Jaxsen could say anything, Bruno
got in his rental car and pulled away from the curb.

Jaxsen looked from the retreating car to her. “Who’s the guy
in the suit?”

All she’d wanted was a morning to make cookies, she
thought, nearly as surprised to see Jaxsen as she had been to
see Bruno. Although her reaction to seeing Jaxsen was a lot
more clear—she was both annoyed and pleased. An uneasy
combination to be sure.

“He was my private jet client. I quit the catering job and he
stopped by to find out why.”

Jaxsen swung his gaze to her. “You quit that job without
telling me?”

“You haven’t been around. We have absolutely no
communication. When was I supposed to tell you?”

Even as she found herself snapping at him, she couldn’t
help noticing that he looked good. Tired, maybe, but
otherwise, he was the man she’d known and loved her entire
adult life.

Part of her wanted to simply walk over and step into his
embrace. She wanted to feel his strong arms around her and
know that everything was going to be okay. She wanted him
home, where he belonged. She wanted to be a family again.



Only she didn’t know if that was possible anymore. She
didn’t know if he could understand that she needed more and
that without the “more” to fill her soul, she wasn’t ever going
to be happy. She was terrified he was going to back her into a
corner and force her to choose, despite the fact that the choice
had already been made.

“You could have called,” Jaxsen told her.

It took her a second to figure out what he was talking about.
“You’re the one who left. You’re the one who walked out
without a word. You’ve shown no interest in having a real
conversation. So no, I didn’t tell you.”

He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. “I miss you.”

Not exactly an “I’m sorry” but it was a start. “I miss you,
too.”

He looked around. “You really signed the lease without
me.”

She nodded.

“Where’d you get the money?” He jerked his head toward
the door. “From that guy? Are you sleeping with him?”

His tone was so matter-of-fact she almost missed the
essence of the question.

“Am I sleeping with him? You’re asking me that? No. I am
not. I haven’t seen Bruno in weeks, not since my last catering
job and based on the fact that I quit, I don’t intend to see him
again.”

She thought briefly of the kiss, but decided it wasn’t
relevant to the conversation at hand. It had shown her she
wasn’t interested in anyone else.

“I don’t want to have an affair,” she said. “I want to open
this business and work hard and make it successful. I want to
be married to you and raise our kids with you and be happy.
That’s what I want. Not some guy.”

His mouth twisted. “So you took the money out of our line
of credit without talking to me? I know you used your
grandmother’s money, but for the rest of it.”



“I wouldn’t take it out of our line of credit without talking
to you. That would be wrong. Yes, I used my grandmother’s
inheritance and I got the rest from your mother.”

His head snapped up. “She gave you money?”

“Right after you moved out. She handed me a check and
told me she wanted me to follow my dream because she never
had the chance.”

She took a step toward him. “Jaxsen, I need you to
understand how important this is to me. I love you and I love
our life together, but it’s not enough. I’ve thought about this
for a long time and I think I can make it work.”

“And if I say no?”

“Please don’t ask me that. All our marriage, I’ve gone along
with everything you’ve said, even when I didn’t agree. I
thought I was being a partner, but I wonder now if maybe I
was teaching you the wrong way to treat me. I worry that you
think you’re in charge and I’m just to do as you say.”

She looked around at the half-finished space and thought of
the mixer in back and how excited she’d been to bake her first
batch of cookies.

“I won’t bend on this, Jaxsen. I can’t. It will break me to
walk away from the business.”

His mouth twisted. “Anything else, Kristine. Pick anything
else. Please.”

“I can’t.”

“You won’t. There’s a difference.”

“Not to me.”

She waited, hoping, wishing, but it was not to be. Jaxsen
shook his head, then turned and walked out without saying a
word.

She watched him go. Anger and hurt twisted around her
heart and squeezed. Her eyes burned. Maybe she should—

“No,” she said aloud. “No! If I give in on this, I’m always
going to regret it. I’m not wrong.”



Brave words, she thought as she returned to the kitchen and
washed her hands before unwrapping the butter and dumping
it into the mixing bowl. Words that may have to take the place
of a husband she might have just lost forever.

Sophie sat in her car in the driveway of Dugan’s house. She
wanted to go inside and talk to him, only she couldn’t bring
herself to do it. Humiliation and shame immobilized her.

She’d screwed up. There were no other words to describe
what had happened. She’d blown it—she’d taken a perfectly
good opportunity and flushed it down the toilet.

She couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, couldn’t think about
anything but the screw-up. She’d waited years for the right
moment and in the end, she’d carefully wrestled defeat from
the jaws of victory.

Dugan’s front door opened and he stepped onto the front
porch. He didn’t move any closer, nor did he say anything.
Instead, he just looked at her, which had the effect of making
her feel foolish. She got out and walked toward him.

“You heard?” she asked.

“Uh-huh.”

She wondered if Elliot had told him, or if he and the ever
efficient Tina had an open line of communication. For all she
knew, he was BFFs with Maggie. After all, Dugan had quite
the secret life.

Once they were inside, she walked over to his sofa and
threw herself on it, facedown.

“I blew it,” she said into the cushion. “I couldn’t keep my
mouth shut. I didn’t trust Maggie or the situation and I did
everything I swore I wouldn’t do. It was so awful.”

She waited but Dugan didn’t say anything. She rolled onto
her side and saw he’d taken the seat opposite and was
watching her.

“Say something!”



“How do you feel?”

She sat up. “How do I feel? That’s it? How do you think I
feel? Idiotic. Ridiculous. Like a loser.” She thought for a
second, searching for words that weren’t overused. “Wrong. I
feel wrong.”

She had no idea what he was thinking. She couldn’t read his
expression, but he didn’t seem the least bit impressed by her
confession.

“Did you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And what? You were wrong. It’s not the first time and it
won’t be the last.”

She glared at him. “That’s it? I came here and bared my soul
and that’s all you’ve got? You’re supposed to be some big-shot
business guy. You should give me some constructive advice.”

“Oh, now you want my advice.”

“Dugan!”

“Sophie!”

He was really starting to annoy her. “Why are you being
like this?”

“Because while your whining is cute, it’s also getting old.
Yes, you messed up, but so what? If you won’t learn from it,
why should I care?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it. “That was harsh.”

“That was real. What do you want?”

“I want to not have messed up.”

He sighed. “Fine. I’m done.” He started to stand up.

“Wait! I’m sorry. You want me to be serious. What do I
want?”

She really did want to not have messed up but that wasn’t a
realistic goal. But if she was going to be unrealistic…



“I wish I hadn’t married Mark,” she said, surprising herself.
“I’m not sure I was in love with him. I think even then I had
questions, but starting the business was hard and I was lonely.
I missed Kristine and maybe even Amber. I never thought of
moving back before, but if I had, I would have felt more
supported and I wouldn’t have married Mark.”

“Is it the money?”

“That he got the giant settlement? No, although that still
pisses me off. It’s more that I gave in to be conventional. I
don’t need to be married. I’m not having kids. I want to run
CK. I want to grow the company. I love my work. Why do I
need children to be successful?”

“You don’t.”

She looked at him. “Do you want kids?”

“I already told you I’m fine not having kids.”

“I don’t believe that. Men want to pass on their DNA. It’s a
thing.”

“I’m pushing forty. If I was going to have children, I would
have done it by now.”

“You could get a dog.”

One corner of his mouth twitched. “That would piss you off
for sure.”

She nodded, then leaned back against the sofa. “I really
messed up, Dugan. Maggie was doing a great job, but I
couldn’t read Bryce at all. I got scared and I panicked. Even
when I saw I was screwing it up, I kept talking.”

He didn’t say anything, but then he didn’t have to. His voice
was in her head.

“Okay, so here’s what I learned. It was a mistake for me to
go to the meeting in the first place. I found Maggie, I begged
her to come work for me and I should have trusted her.”

Again, he didn’t speak, but she knew the next question.

“Fine,” she grumbled. “I should have realized I wouldn’t be
able to keep quiet. I should have been honest about my



weaknesses.” She sighed. “I need to learn from this
experience. I need to think things through more clearly.”

“Yes, but will you? Millions know what to do, but they can’t
or won’t do it.”

“I want to change.”

“I want to help colonize Mars. That doesn’t mean I’m going
to do it.”

“Really? Mars?”

He smiled. “I was using that as an example.”

“Good because Mars is really far and I’m thinking the first
people they send there aren’t going to make it.”

She rose and walked to the big windows overlooking the
Sound. The views from the house were fantastic. Maybe when
things at work calmed down, she could look at buying a house
with a view of the water. She would like that. She could have
some kind of custom outdoor cat area built for Lily and Mrs.
Bennet so they could go outside but be safe.

She crossed her arms over her chest. She was disappointed
in herself. That was at the heart of it. Dugan was right—she
could learn from the experience, but she couldn’t undo it.

Feelings crowded together, making her uncomfortable.
She’d never been one for introspection. Not on this scale. She
needed somewhere to put them.

She turned back to Dugan. “Come on. Let’s go have sex.”

“I thought you weren’t sleeping with me right now.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

He stood and walked toward her. Anticipation chased away
all the icky emotions, which had been the point.

She met him in the middle of the living room and put her
hands on his shoulders.

“Any requests?” she asked, her voice teasing. “I’m in the
mood to fulfill a few fantasies.”



He grabbed her by the wrists and lowered her arms to her
sides. “Not today.”

At first she didn’t understand what he was saying, but then
his meaning sank in.

“You’re saying no to sex with me?”

“I am.”

“Why?”

“Because I won’t be a distraction.”

Powza. The words hit hard. How had he known? Was she
that transparent? And if she was, when had it happened?

“But I want to,” she said, her voice a whine.

“Not for the right reasons.”

“Why do there have to be right reasons? Can’t it just feel
good?”

“Not anymore.”

He put his hand on the small of her back and guided her to
the front porch. Somehow she was holding her handbag and
then the door was closed in her face. Just. Like. That.

“You’re going to regret this,” she yelled.

There was no answer, which was annoying, but even more
troubling was the realization that she might be the one to
regret it even more.



Chapter Twenty-Six

Heather recovered from her food poisoning but getting her
strength back didn’t help her decide what to do about what
she’d seen. Should she confront her mother? Tell Sophie?
Both? What her mother was doing was wrong, but she didn’t
want to betray her, which left her confused and uncomfortable
in her own skin.

Saturday, after her shift at the winery, she texted Gina to see
what she was doing. Her friend invited her over. The afternoon
was sunny and warm. When she got to Gina’s, they collected
blankets and toys for Noah and headed out to the small
backyard behind the apartment building.

Gina had brought out bubbles and started blowing them into
the air. Noah shrieked with delight, clapping his hands
together as he chased after them, laughing when he caught one
and popped it.

“Simple pleasures,” Gina said. “Remember when we were
like that?”

“Not really. Even high school seems like three lifetimes
away. Everything is so different now.”

“It is, but it’s good, right?”

Heather nodded, but thought that the word good didn’t
exactly describe where she was in her life. Rather than think
about that, she watched Noah. He was a sweet boy—obviously
happy and easygoing. She knew Gina was thrilled to be a
mom, but honestly, Heather didn’t know how she managed it.
There was so much responsibility, so much to consider. A
baby changed everything and was way more than Heather
wanted to take on.

She supposed eventually she would fall in love and want to
start a family—but right now that seemed more like torture
than a goal.



She stretched out on the blanket and stared up at the sky.
This felt good, she thought. Relaxing for a second. Just being
happy and with her friend and not having to deal with—

“Can we talk?” Gina asked.

Heather rolled onto her side to face her friend. “What?” she
asked, taking in Gina’s look of concern. “Is something
wrong?”

Gina glanced at her, then away. “I can’t take a class with
you in the fall.”

Heather sat up. Guilt flooded her as she realized she’d
totally forgotten about her plans with her friend. Take a class
together? Heather had been thinking she was going to try to
leave the island and she hadn’t said a word.

“You’re mad,” Gina said slowly. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not mad. Of course I’m not. It’s okay. But why? Is
everything all right?”

Gina nodded. “I’m pregnant. It’s not planned. We were
going to wait another year, but it happened. That means we’re
moving up buying a house. Money’s going to be tight and I
just can’t swing tuition. Plus, I’m due right after the first of the
year, and with moving and everything.” She ducked her head.
“It’s not going to work out.”

Heather moved toward her and hugged her tight. “A baby!
That’s wonderful. Congratulations. Don’t worry about the
class. To be honest, I haven’t been thinking about it at all.
There’s been so much going on.”

Noah ran over and threw himself on them. Gina pulled him
onto her lap as Heather sat back on the blanket.

“Thanks for understanding.”

Heather searched Gina’s face. “Are you happy?”

“Yes. Surprised, but we wanted more children. The timeline
isn’t ideal, but we’ll figure it out.”

“You will. Of course you will.”



Two kids before Gina turned twenty-one? That was going to
be hard, but she had Quincy and she’d never been interested in
a career. Being a mom had been her goal.

Later, as Heather rode her bike back to her place, she was
no closer to knowing what to do about anything. For a second
she thought about not going home. Although if she was
thinking of running away, she might do better to take her car.

The thought of her escaping on her bike made her laugh and
she was still smiling when she pulled up in front of the house.
She’d barely put her bike away in the garage before her
mother met her in the kitchen.

“Where were you?” Amber demanded. “Who were you
with?”

“I went over and saw Gina. Why are you asking?”

“Because I know what you’re thinking. You’re going to talk
to Sophie, aren’t you?”

Heather’s good mood evaporated. “Maybe if you weren’t
stealing from your own cousin, you wouldn’t have to worry
about that.”

“I’m not stealing!”

“Mom, please. I saw you.”

“You were sick and I took care of you.”

“That doesn’t make what you did okay. None of this is okay.
What if you lose your job over this? What if Sophie goes to
the police?”

Something flickered in her mother’s eyes. “Sophie wouldn’t
do that. We’re family.”

“You keep saying that but you’re not acting like you care
about her. You’re taking advantage of her.”

“Why shouldn’t I? All my life I’ve lived in this crappy
house and now my own mother is throwing me out. Did you
see how she’s fixing up the house to sell it? She never fixed it
up when we lived here.”

“Mom, we lived here rent-free.”



“There were all kinds of bills.”

“Just the upkeep stuff. It was way cheaper than renting a
place ourselves. You know that now. You’ve seen what’s out
there.”

Heather found the conversation exhausting—maybe because
it was the same one they’d had dozens of times before.
Nothing ever changed. They were trapped in a circular
argument she didn’t know how to win. Worse, she wasn’t sure
anyone could win. Amber was always changing the rules.

Was it going to be like this forever? she wondered. Would
she ever escape? And how many times had she asked herself
that question? Maybe it was time to stop talking and start
doing.

“None of this would be happening if my mother wasn’t so
selfish,” Amber said. “I’ll never forgive her.”

“For what? For thinking you should take care of yourself?
You’re nearly forty years old and you’ve never taken
responsibility for anything.”

Her mother’s face darkened. “Don’t you dare talk to me like
that.”

“Or what? What are you going to do? Slap me again?”

Heather had no end goal for the conversation, but that didn’t
stop her. She was tired of hearing how everything was
someone else’s fault.

“How are you going to punish me, Mom? You can’t make it
on your own and you know it. All your life you’ve talked
about what you would do, if only. If only you hadn’t had me, if
only you’d gone to college. But every time there’s an
opportunity, you find some reason why you can’t make it
work. Something always goes wrong and it’s never your fault.
Poor you. No more free ride on the rent, which is incredibly
ironic, because you haven’t paid a dime for anything in this
house for the past four years.”

“How dare you! Take that back and apologize right now.”



“No.” Heather gathered the frustration and anger and
disappointment and fear and channeled it into staying strong.
“You only care about yourself. I don’t know why I didn’t see
that before, but it’s true. You would happily rent that
expensive apartment, saddling me with a lease payment I can’t
make. You want me to stay here and be just like you.”

As she spoke, her mind seemed to clear as she understood
dynamics that had always eluded her before.

She stared at her mother. “You’re terrified I’ll be successful.
You’re afraid that I’m going to actually make something of
myself because while most parents want to be proud of their
kids, you don’t want me to pass you. You’re happy to use me
until there’s nothing left and then you’ll toss me away.”

“You are horrible!” her mother screamed. “You are
ungrateful and spoiled and mean and you take it all back right
now or I’m throwing you out.”

“Don’t worry about it, Mom. You don’t have to throw me
out. I’m ready to leave on my own.”

She started for the garage. Her mother trailed after her.

“If you leave now, you’re never coming back,” Amber told
her. “I mean it, Heather. You are dead to me. Do you hear me?
You are dead!”

Heather collected as many empty boxes as she could carry
and started for her bedroom.

“Fine,” her mother said. “Leave. I won’t miss you. Don’t
think you’re going to come crawling back because you’re not.
Not ever. We’re done. I’m going out now and when I get back,
you’d better be gone. Anything that’s left in your room, I’m
giving away. All of it. You’re an ungrateful, spoiled brat and
I’m sorry you were ever born.”

Heather set the boxes on the bed and looked around. When
it came right down to it, she didn’t have that much stuff.
Clothes, her toiletries, a few mementos, her laptop. She was
twenty years old and she was pretty sure everything important
to her could fit in maybe four boxes.



Amber stood in the hall for a minute or so but when Heather
didn’t say anything, she turned and walked away. Seconds
later the front door slammed. Only then did Heather sink onto
the bed and give in to tears.

She wasn’t sure why she was crying. Not that the situation
didn’t warrant it, but she wasn’t sure which part had pushed
her over the edge. Everything about their conversation had
been inevitable.

If she had to guess, she would say she was crying because
she couldn’t lie to herself anymore. Her mother wasn’t going
to suddenly come to her senses, and Heather was pretty sure
she would never be free of her. Just as sad was the realization
that she wasn’t sure there had been any love between them for
years now. They weren’t a family and without Amber, Heather
wondered if she would always be alone.

A stupid thing to be thinking, she told herself. She should be
happy to be escaping. And she would be—just not right now.

She pulled out her phone and dialed. Sophie picked up on
the first ring.

“Hey, you. What’s up?”

“Mom and I had a fight and I can’t live here anymore. Can I
stay with you?”

“Oh, Heather, I’m sorry. Of course you can, although I have
to warn you, all the kittens have reached the exploration stage
so it’s kind of a madhouse.”

“Death by kittens?” Heather asked, her voice cracking a
little. “I’m okay with that.”

“Good because I’m excited about having a roommate. Need
me to help you pack?”

“No. I’ll be about an hour.”

“Then I’ll head home right now and get things ready.”
Sophie hesitated. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you soon.”



Heather hung up and reached for a box. She had no idea
what okay looked like, nor did she know how this was going to
end. She wanted to get away but she had a feeling it wasn’t
going to be as easy as she would have thought.

Even worse was the niggling fear that she might have a little
more of her mother in her than she’d been willing to admit.
And if that was true, was getting away even an option?

“I’m sorry,” Jerry said, his voice raspy from what sounded like
a bad cold. “I’m sick, my guys are sick. We’re falling behind
everywhere.”

Including at her place, Kristine thought, standing in the
middle of her store, aware that his falling behind meant
pushing out her grand opening.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “Let me know when you’re going
to be back.”

“I will. Sorry, Kristine.”

They hung up.

She walked to what would be the retail space. The new
counter and display case had been delivered but weren’t
installed. The old flooring was ripped up but nothing was in its
place. The walls were patched but not painted. She couldn’t
get her health inspection until she had everything installed.
She couldn’t open until she had a finished retail area.

Every day she put off opening meant she wasn’t making any
money. Not that she could put off her lease payment. That was
due, regardless. She could cook in her kitchen, but with only
her regular oven, she couldn’t begin to bake enough to cover
her lease payment.

She had new orders from the Blackberry Island Inn, but that
money was going to cover what she’d spent on the mixers.
The flooring for the remodel had been more than she’d
expected, due to some subflooring repairs. And the wall
patching had been more extensive than she’d hoped. Money



was going out, very little was coming in, and what if Jaxsen
was right and she failed? A lot of new businesses did.

She looked around once more then told herself her time
would be better spent at home where at least she could be
baking. The way Jerry had sounded on the phone, she wasn’t
going to see him until next week. A disaster she hadn’t
planned for at all.

She headed for the front door, only to see Jaxsen pull up in
front of her place. She briefly thought about bolting out the
back, but told herself that would be childish. Instead, she
unlocked the front door and let him in.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, afraid he knew about
the delays and that he’d come to gloat.

“Jerry told me he was sick.”

Dammit. “Why are you talking to my contractor? What are
you telling him? Is he really sick or did you put him up to
this?”

Jaxsen looked startled by the question. “Is that what you
think of me?”

“I don’t know. It’s not as if you’re being supportive.”

He seemed to deflate. “Come on, Kristine. I wouldn’t do
that. I’ve been talking to him because I want to make sure
everything is done right. You have to believe me.”

“Why? You’ve been against this from the beginning. You
don’t want me to have this business and you certainly don’t
want me to be successful. You’ve made that really clear.”

He nodded. “Okay, I deserve that. But can you let it go just
for a little while?”

“Why?”

“Because I’m here to help. When Jerry said he was sick and
falling behind, I knew your job would get pushed to the side.
It’s small and he’s fitting it in around other work. I took a
couple of days off so I could come here and get things moving
for you.”



She couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d sprouted
wings. Okay, yes, wings would be more shocking but not by
much.

“But you don’t like what I’m doing. Why would you help?”

“Can’t you just go with it? Please?”

If she’d had the strength she would have shaken him and
demanded to know what he’d done with her husband. Nothing
about this made sense. But as he spoke, he looked sincere—
more like the Jaxsen she knew than the man who had left her.
As she didn’t have a bunch of people lining up to work on her
space, she was going to shut up and be grateful.

“Thank you.”

He offered her a brief smile. “You’re welcome. Now, where
are the plans?”

She showed him the rudimentary sketches Jerry had been
working from.

“The flooring can’t get installed until the counter and
display case are in place,” she said. “Plus, there’s painting and
the baseboards, and the shelving units in back. It’s a lot.”

He walked over to the display unit and studied it. “This will
go quickly. I can get this and the counter done today. Call your
flooring guy and get on the schedule. While we’re waiting on
that, I can prime the walls.”

“You’re really going to help me?”

“I am.”

They stared at each other. Was this a peace offering? A guy
way of saying he was sorry? She didn’t want to assume the
worst, but she couldn’t seem to trust him. Only this was Jaxsen
—the man she loved. They shared a life…at least they had.

“Do you miss me at all?” he asked, his voice quiet.

“What? Of course I do. I didn’t ask you to leave and I sure
didn’t want you to go. You were just gone. You’re my husband
and I love you. I want us to work, but it can’t just be on your
terms. I’ve tried to explain that so many times. I can’t figure



out if you genuinely don’t understand or you just don’t want to
understand. Maybe it doesn’t matter. In the end, I still need
something more in my life.”

When he didn’t say anything, she sighed. “Jaxsen, please.
All I want is something I did myself. Something I can be
proud of, the way you’re proud of the work you do. I love you
and need you but I also need more than being a wife and a
mother. I need to be myself.”

He half turned away, then spun back. “I can’t live my life
scared you’re going to walk out on me.”

She wasn’t sure which shocked her more—the words
themselves or the way he shouted them into the quiet
afternoon.

“What are you talking about? Why would I leave you?
Jaxsen, you’re not making any sense.”

“Oh, come on, Kristine. We both know you were keeping
your grandmother’s money tucked away so you could run.”

He meant it. She saw it in his eyes and the set of his
shoulders. The way his breathing was uneven. He actually
thought she was going to go away, abandoning him and the
boys.

She wanted to laugh and tell him he was a fool. She wanted
to scream that he had no right to think that of her—that she’d
never done one thing to make anyone think she would ever
leave her marriage. Only a tiny voice in her head whispered
not to do any of that. Jaxsen wasn’t kidding—for reasons she
couldn’t understand, he thought she was capable of running
away.

“I don’t understand,” she said, careful to keep her voice soft
and nonthreatening. “What have I done to make you think
that?”

“You kept the money for yourself. You wouldn’t talk about
why. What was I supposed to think?” He looked toward the
front of the store. “Was it him? Is he the reason you’re doing
all this? Are you leaving me for him?”



“Jaxsen, I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here, trying to
start a business that allows me to do something I’ve wanted to
do for a long time while still being married to you. Is this why
you were always trying to spend the money?”

He glanced away.

She sighed. “I kept the money separate because I’ve had this
idea in my head for a while. My grandmother always
encouraged me to be my best and I knew she would want to be
a part of a business I started. In a way, her money let me do
that. Plus, I did think of the money as mine. I don’t really have
anything of my own, Jaxsen. Not anymore.”

He flushed. “I’m sorry about what I said before. About the
money. I shouldn’t have…” He shook his head. “I don’t think
that.”

“I want to believe you.” She started to move toward him,
then stopped herself. There were still things they had to talk
about. The conversation couldn’t be avoided because it was
unpleasant.

“I hope you know I could have left at any time,” she told
him. “If I was unhappy, all I had to do was walk out. I didn’t
need the money from my grandmother. I stayed because I
wanted to stay. I love you, Jaxsen. I love our kids and our life.
Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you tell me what
you were thinking?”

“Because it was easier to have you believe I’m a selfish
bastard than have you know how frightened I was to lose you.
I figured if you were going, you should go so I wasn’t always
waiting.”

She was so confused. “But I never said there was a problem.
I can’t believe you thought I would leave without talking to
you first. That I wouldn’t try to fix things or ask that we go
into counseling or something.”

He stiffened. “Why wouldn’t I think that? I left.”

She’d been doing okay until he said that. She’d managed to
stay in her head and not react. She’d wanted to listen and learn



and deal with her emotions later. But hearing that was too
much.

Tears filled her eyes and a sharp pain cut through her heart.
“You left me? You left us? Is that what you’re saying? We’re
separated? You didn’t even tell me?”

“What did you think was happening?”

“I thought you were mad and staying with your parents. I
thought you were waiting me out, sulking. You’ve done it
before and it was just how you handled things. You never said
anything about leaving.” She took a step back and tried to
catch her breath. “Are we over? Is that what you’re saying? Is
our marriage over?”

Tears flowed faster and quickly grew into sobs. She tried to
stay in control, but she couldn’t. Jaxsen reached for her. She
turned away, not wanting him to touch her.

“Kristine, don’t. It’s not like that. I was mad. I was scared
and I thought I wasn’t enough for you.”

She stared at him. “I thought you were at your mom’s. I
thought it was like the other times. I didn’t know you left.”

“I didn’t leave. I’m right here.”

“You said—” She couldn’t speak. Her throat was too tight.
She was going to be sick. All this time she’d assumed the
choice was hers. That she would have to decide between her
marriage and the business. But Jaxsen had been making
different decisions and she’d never known.

“I didn’t leave,” he repeated. “It wasn’t like that.”

The words were too late, she thought as she continued to
cry. She felt too much and didn’t know where to put it.

“I have to go,” she said, wondering where she’d left her
purse. She spotted it on the kitchen counter and ran toward it.
“I have to go.”

“Kristine, wait.”

She shook her head and bolted past him. When she reached
her SUV, she slid onto the seat and gave in to the sobs clawing



at her throat. She cried until she was empty and then fought
against the bleeding in her heart.

She’d assumed she could handle the end of her marriage.
She’d been so cavalier thinking if she had to choose, she
would walk away from what she had because she needed to be
her own person.

She’d had no idea what she was telling herself was a
complete lie. She’d been a fool to assume she would be fine in
her new life, that she wasn’t wholly tied to the man she’d been
married to for so long. He was her heart—he always had been.
Without him, she was just a shell, going through the motions.
He’d left her and she hadn’t even known.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

Sophie kissed each of Lily’s kittens before putting them in
the carrier. Jessica smiled at her.

“You did a good thing.”

Sophie nodded, trying not to feel sad. “I didn’t think I’d
miss them, but I will.” Now there were only Mrs. Bennet’s
kittens and in a couple of weeks, they would be gone, as well.
Both mama cats were scheduled to be spayed the week after
that, then they would come back here and live out their lives
with her.

“You could foster next year,” Jessica told her. “If you want
to.”

“Let me see how things go. Plus, I’ll have to talk to the
ladies and see what they think.”

She showed Jessica out, then retreated to the living room,
oddly unsettled by the kitten loss. Mrs. Bennet joined her on
the sofa, purring as she rubbed against her.

“Life goes on,” Sophie murmured, scratching her chin,
knowing she should get back to work. It was only ten in the
morning. She’d come home to collect the kittens and there was
no reason to stay. But for once, Sophie wasn’t anxious to bury
herself in work.

She felt…restless. Maybe restless with an anxiety chaser,
which made no sense. She was fine. Business was good—
especially if she didn’t think about how much she’d screwed
up the Chicago meeting. Heather had moved in a few days
ago. Sophie wasn’t sure she was the type to do well with a
roommate, but Heather was easy to be with. She was quiet,
tidy and kept to herself. At some point they were going to have
to talk about what had happened with Amber, but Sophie was
willing to let Heather decide when that would be.



Dugan was a problem. Okay, not a problem, exactly. He
confused her, which she didn’t like. Worse, she missed him.
Now that they weren’t having sex, she wasn’t sure how to
define their relationship or her own feelings. She liked him,
but what did liking someone mean these days? Were they
dating? Just friends?

Before she could stop herself, she reached for her phone.

Why aren’t you asking me out?

She sent the text, then waited. It only took a few seconds for
the three dots to appear on her screen.

I could ask the same thing.

That made her smile.

But you’re the man.

Since when have you been into traditional gender

roles?

An interesting question.

Fine. Do you want to go out sometime?

Sure. When and where? Since you did the asking,

I’m going to assume you’re paying.

Are we having sex?

Really Sophie? If you want to just get laid, you

should at least try to be more subtle. What

happened to romance?

She chuckled.

Sorry. I take it back. Would you like to have

dinner with me? At my place. I’ll get takeout. Oh,

wait. Heather’s staying here. That could be

awkward.

My place is fine. I’ll even cook. But you should

probably bring me flowers.

You know if I did that, you would be totally

weirded out.



Let’s find out. Tonight?

Her phone rang.

“Impatient man,” she murmured before glancing at the
screen and seeing Kristine’s name instead of Dugan’s. She
pushed the talk button. “Hi. What’s—”

“Sophie? He left me. Jaxsen left me.”

Sophie could barely understand her through the sobs. “What
are you talking about? Where are you?”

“At home.”

“Stay put. I’ll be right there.”

When she was in the car and heading down the road, she put
in a quick call to Dugan.

“But we were texting,” he said with a chuckle. “I thought
we’d start talking dirty next.”

“Something’s going on with Kristine. She said Jaxsen left
her, but I can’t believe that. I’ll let you know what happens,
but I may not be there tonight.”

“Of course. Let me know.”

“I will.”

She drove across the island and pulled into Kristine’s
driveway, then raced inside. She found her cousin curled up in
a corner of the sofa.

Sophie pulled her close and held her as tightly as she could.
“Start at the beginning and tell me what happened.”

An hour later Sophie managed to get her into the kitchen
where they sat at the island drinking hot tea.

“He didn’t leave you,” Sophie said for maybe the twentieth
time. “He went to his parents’ house. He saw the boys and
lived his life. He didn’t take out any money or stop his
paycheck from being deposited. He wasn’t hanging out with
his friends or looking for an apartment. He didn’t leave.”

Kristine shook her head. “He said he did. He said he knew I
could walk out without a word because he did that to me.”



“He’s just being a guy. Come on. You know that. Jaxsen is
great, but he has flaws, and manipulating you is one of them.
He wants to get his way and he’s not always fair or mature
about it.”

And when this was over, Sophie was going to find someone
to beat the crap out of Jaxsen, that was for sure. He’d handled
this badly from the very first second.

“Where did the two of you talk?” she asked.

“What?” Kristine reached for another tissue. “At the store.”

“And why was he there?”

“He knew Jerry was sick and—” She blew her nose. “Him
helping me doesn’t mean anything.”

Sophie raised her eyebrows. “Right. Because if he didn’t
care about you why would he bother giving up a few days off
to make things right for you?”

“But he left.”

“He didn’t leave. He was a jerk. He’s been a total jerk. But
he’s your jerk and from what I can see, now he’s trying to
make things right.”

“He never said that. He never said he loved me or wanted
me back.”

“No, he said he lived in fear of you leaving.”

“But I would never do that.”

“He thought you would.” Sophie really hated taking any
guy’s side, but desperate times and all that. “Let’s walk
through it another way. Let’s say, for the sake of argument,
that Jaxsen really was thinking you kept your grandmother’s
money separate as a way to leave him. Can we start there?”

Kristine nodded slowly.

“If he genuinely believed that, then having you come to him
with a well-thought-out business plan would be his worst
nightmare. What if you did it? What if you were successful?
What if you made more than him? There are a lot of guys who
can’t handle that. Jaxsen is pretty traditional. Maybe he saw



your potential success as yet another threat. If he believed he
was losing you, then the business was more proof you were
heading in that direction. He got scared and he reacted.”

She deliberately wasn’t mentioning her conversation with
Jaxsen. Not only had it not gone well, but he had been a total
asshole. But maybe what she’d said had gotten through to him,
at least a little. After all, he’d shown up to help. She could
only hope that standing up for him wasn’t going to be a giant
mistake.

“He didn’t react. He left.”

“He went to his mother’s. Come on, it’s not as if he was
going to do anything while he was there.”

“I know what you’re saying and I get it, but all this time I
thought he was sulking and trying to wait me out. I didn’t
think it was real.”

“You two really need to talk.”

“I know.” Kristine looked at her. “Sophie, I’m so scared.
What if this is the end?”

“What if it isn’t? What if you two finally sit down and talk
about things? What if you come to a better understanding?”

“I don’t think we can.” Kristine sounded lost and hopeless.

“Sure you can. And until that happens, let’s pretend we’re
moving in that direction. Where are the sleeping bags?”

“What?”

“The sleeping bags. Where do you keep them?”

“In the basement. There’s a big storage closet.”

“Great. I’ll go get three of them and air mattresses. You text
Ruth and ask her to keep the boys tonight. You’re going to
come home with me. We’ll play with kittens and hang out and
have a sleepover. It’ll be like when we were kids. Heather’s
staying with me and she can join us. We’ll get drunk and if
something happens, Heather can be our designated driver.”

“I have a lot of stuff to do.”



“Nothing that can’t wait. You’re coming with me and that’s
final.”

“But I—”

Sophie raised her eyebrows. “I’m not kidding.”

Kristine nodded and got out her phone. Sophie headed
downstairs. She found the sleeping bags and carried them out
to her car, then she texted Dugan to explain what was
happening.

Rain check, he texted.

You mad?

No. You want me. You’ll be back.

She smiled and tucked her phone in her jeans, then went
inside to get Kristine. Later she was going to give Jaxsen a
piece of her mind and maybe a swift kick in the ass. Stupid
man. But Kristine loved him and despite what she thought
right now, Sophie knew he loved her back.

Kristine went around in a fog. On the fourth day she woke up
with the realization that she couldn’t simply abdicate her life.
Whatever was happening in her marriage, she still had
responsibilities. She had her kids and the store and everything
else.

It was barely six in the morning. She showered, then went
downstairs and fixed a hot breakfast for the boys. Once they
were fed, she made sure they had what they needed for school
and got them there with time to spare.

She reached the store and parked in front. She hadn’t heard
from Jerry and she needed to follow up on that. The work had
to get done so she could open. She also added talking to
Jaxsen to her to-do list. They needed to sit down and find out
where they were and what the next step was going to be.

The thought of having that conversation terrified her, but
she knew there wasn’t a choice. They’d both been avoiding the
hard stuff and that was getting them nowhere. If they were



going to stay together, they were going to have to do better
and if they weren’t… Well, she couldn’t think about that. Not
and keep breathing.

She walked to the front door and unlocked it, then stepped
inside. At first she thought she was in the wrong place.
Everything looked different. The marble counter and display
case were in place. Glass shelves gleamed and someone had
even put in the pretty serving platters she ordered. The walls
were painted the pale yellow she’d chosen. Underfoot the new
flooring gleamed and there were baseboards and new wide
windowsills.

She ran into the back. The cooling racks had been delivered
and stood against the wall. In the pantry, the shelves were
repaired and everything was freshly painted and clean. The
store was ready—all it needed were supplies and her.

She pulled out her phone and dialed Jerry.

“I know, I know,” he said when he picked up. “I’m still
running behind. We’ll be back by the end of next week, I
swear. We’ll work over the weekend and get the place done.”

“It wasn’t you,” she breathed, a truth she’d known since she
saw the place, but hadn’t been willing to believe. The band
around her chest loosened and for the first time in days, she
was able to draw in a full breath.

“Me, what?”

“The work. It’s finished. It’s perfect. Thank you, Jerry.”

She hung up and turned in a slow circle. Jaxsen had done
this. He’d obviously taken off more than a couple of days to
do it all. Something she would have known if she’d bothered
to come by. He’d done this for her. He’d done this because he
knew it would make her happy. He’d done it because he was a
man and this was how he said he still cared.

Relief and love and hope flared inside her. She reached for
her phone, then realized he would be at work already. She only
called when there was an emergency. But texts were okay.

Thank you.



She wanted to say more, but not like that. Not so
impersonally.

When did you finish?

Last night. Do you like it?

It’s perfect. Even better than I’d imagined.

I’m glad.

There was so much more she wanted to tell him. So much
they had to talk about. He could have told her he was sorry. He
could have said a lot of things, but this was so much more
Jaxsen-like. There was still work to be done—both on the
store and between them—but she no longer had that horrible
weight on her heart.

Sophie glanced at the clock on the wall and tried to stifle her
impatience. Amber was late for their meeting. She wanted to
say her cousin was just busy with work, but she knew the
truth. Amber was exhibiting her usual signs of passive-
aggressive behavior because it suited her purpose. That or she
was avoiding her, and that wasn’t very good, either.

Amber showed up at seven minutes past two. She walked
into the office and took a seat.

“It’s not true,” Amber began, crossing her arms over her
chest. “Not any of it.”

Sophie frowned. “What’s not true?”

“Oh, nothing. How are you?”

Sophie thought longingly of the days when Amber had been
a thousand miles away. That had sure been easier. Not that she
regretted returning to the island. She really liked being close to
Kristine and the boys, and being here made her feel more
comfortable than LA ever had, but Amber was a giant pain in
her patootie.

“I want to talk about Heather.”



No, what she really wanted to do was bang her head against
the desk, but that would hurt a lot and might scare the rest of
the employees.

“What about her?”

Sophie glared at her cousin. “Why did Heather leave?” She
thought of Amber’s opening statement. “What did you do?”

“Nothing. I didn’t do anything. Come on, Sophie. You know
how Heather is. It’s all about her. We have important things to
be dealing with like being forced out of our home because my
mother’s being selfish. Do you know what that’s like for me?”
Amber’s eyes filled with tears. “I brought my baby there and
raised her. Sweet Heather. Remember how pretty she was?
Such a good baby. We all loved her so much and now we’re
going to be homeless. I can’t deal with it. I just can’t. I can’t
find a decent apartment because I don’t make enough and you
won’t help me and now Heather’s gone.”

Tears trickled down her cheeks. While Sophie had been all
in with Kristine’s pain, she was less sure about Amber’s. As
for there not being enough money for an apartment, Sophie
didn’t know what to think. She knew that CK paid its
employees well and there were nice benefits. Amber should be
able to afford an apartment on her own. Maybe not a luxurious
one…

Stop! She shook off her train of thought. Amber’s issues
weren’t her problem. Amber was an adult who should be able
to take care of herself. Except she was family.

Sophie rubbed her forehead as she felt the beginning of a
headache.

“Okay,” she said, getting to her feet. “Good talk. We should
do this more.”

The tears dried up. “Are you going to help with an
apartment? I can’t do it on my own. You should give me a
raise, or just a lump sum of money I can draw on. What am I
supposed to do? Where will I go?” Her lower lip quivered. “I
guess I could move in with you only I don’t really like cats.”



“You’re not living with me,” Sophie told her flatly. “Just get
back to work and we’ll deal with this later, okay?”

Amber nodded and left. Sophie sank onto her chair and
wondered what she was supposed to do now. She was certain
if she helped Amber, it would only be the first of a thousand
asks. But if she didn’t, she wasn’t sure what would happen.
Family was never easy, that was for sure.

She shook off the emotional aftershocks and focused on
work. Last month’s sales report made her happy so she read it
again, letting the numbers relax her. When that was done, she
stared at the phone. To call or not to call—she’d been thinking
about that conundrum for a while now. Would it help or would
she only make things worse?

Not sure if she was going to get yelled at for trying, she
pulled a business card out of her desk and quickly dialed.
Bryce Green surprised her by picking up on the first ring.

“Yes?”

“Hi, um, Bryce. It’s Sophie Lane from CK Industries.”

“Why?”

The why could mean a dozen things, but she didn’t bother
dealing with any of them. Instead, she sucked in a breath and
jumped directly into the deepest of waters.

“I wanted to apologize for what happened at the meeting,”
she said quickly. “Maggie had told me that you only wanted
exclusive products that companies believed in. We’d gone
over several options before picking the best two. Those were
to be the presentation. She’d told me to trust her and let her do
the talking. I knew she was right, but trusting people isn’t
really my strong suit.”

She paused, collecting her thoughts. “Not that I’m
suspicious of everyone. It’s more that CK is my baby, you
know? I started the company in college. I never expected
anything to happen with it—I was just taking videos of my
kitten. But it grew and things got bigger and bigger. I always
feel as if I’m scrambling to keep up. That sensation happens



less now—probably because I have a really good team here.
People I trust to take care of their corners of the CK universe.”

She shifted the phone to her other ear. “Having you carry a
product has been a dream of mine for a while now. I could
never get a meeting—which you probably know. I see now I
was doing it all wrong. Maggie has pointed that out. And
Dugan Phillips. Do you know him? He’s given me some really
good advice.”

She almost blurted out that she found their relationship
confusing, but stopped herself in time.

“I’m trying to learn from my mistakes. I wanted you to
know that, and to thank you for taking the meeting. Please
don’t blame Maggie for what happened. It’s my fault. I should
have listened.” She laughed uneasily, realizing she’d been
rambling for a while now. “And now I’m going to stop talking,
assuming you’re even still on the line.”

“I’m here.”

“Oh. Great.” Now what? Did she say goodbye and hang up?
Ask about his weekend?

“She can call me,” he said unexpectedly. “Just Maggie. Not
you. I never want to see you again. No offense.”

“None taken. So I’ll have her call and set up another
meeting. Thanks, Bryce. I appreciate that. Really. You have no
idea.”

“You’re a talker, you know that? I’m hanging up now,
Sophie.”

“Good idea. Thanks for talking. Have a nice—”

She heard the click as he hung up on her. She set down the
receiver and jumped to her feet. “I did it! I did it! Woo-hoo!”
She spun in a circle then raced out of her office and down the
hall. She burst into Maggie’s office.

“I did it! I called Bryce.”

Maggie moaned. “No. Tell me you’re kidding.”



“I’m not and it’s fine. I apologized. He said you could call
him and set up a meeting. All I have to do is never speak to
him again. We’re in!”

Maggie looked skeptical. “Are you telling me you’re going
to let me fly back to Chicago on my own?”

“I am.”

“Uh-huh. Sure you are.”

Sophie shook her head. “I’m not kidding, Maggie. This is
your deal. I won’t be a part of it. If I am, I’ll just screw things
up again. I want access to Bryce’s accounts more than I want
to be in control. I hired you to get that done. Now you have to
prove to me I wasn’t wrong.”

“Are you feeling all right?”

“I am. Now call him and then get your flight scheduled.
Tick, tick, tick. Time is wasting.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight

Heather had put off the inevitable for nearly two weeks.
Sophie was great and hadn’t once asked what the fight had
been about and Heather hadn’t volunteered the information.
She’d quickly settled into Sophie’s guest room, spending long
days at work and hanging out with Gina as much as she could.
Daphne had come home the previous weekend and that had
been a lot of fun and a great distraction, but Heather knew she
couldn’t avoid what had happened forever and she couldn’t
not tell Sophie the truth.

She supposed part of her reluctance was loyalty to her
mother. But she simply couldn’t accept or excuse what Amber
had done.

Ironically, she’d run into her at work a few times and they’d
both acted like nothing was wrong. It was an insane situation
that only made sense in the odd victim-based world in which
her mother lived.

Heather got home from work and changed her clothes, then
looked in on the cats. Lily had seemed lost for a couple of
days after her kittens had left, but she’d quickly recovered.
Mrs. Bennet’s litter would be heading out for adoption at the
end of the week.

Heather greeted the cat family and cleaned out the two litter
boxes. After preparing the evening meals, she fed everyone,
then went to wait for Sophie.

She’d texted her earlier, asking what time she would be
home and if they could talk. Sophie had promised to stop for
takeout and be home no later than six thirty.

She arrived right on time, bags of Chinese in her hands.
Heather had already set the table and opened a bottle of wine.
She wasn’t going to be twenty-one for another couple of
months, but Sophie had said she was fine with Heather having
the occasional drink, as long as she did it at home and didn’t



ever drive after. Heather had never taken her up on it but
thought tonight might be the evening to do so.

“I might have overdone it,” Sophie admitted, unloading the
cartons of food onto the kitchen table. “I couldn’t decide and
then I thought we could just eat the leftovers at lunch. Because
it’s always just as good the next day.”

Heather nodded, wondering if she would be able to eat. She
had a knot in her stomach. There was no way this conversation
was going to go well—she was about to betray her mother and
at the same time, tell Sophie she’d been keeping things from
her.

Sophie sat down and motioned to Heather’s chair. “You
called this meeting, kid. Want to start with idle chitchat or just
get to it?”

“I don’t know.”

Sophie passed her a carton of steamed wontons. “Okay.
Take your time.”

Heather put down the carton and hung her head. “You’re
going to be mad.” She looked up. “I don’t blame you,” she
added quickly. “You should be mad. I deserve that. I didn’t tell
you and now I’m living here, taking advantage of you and—”

“You’re not taking advantage of me,” Sophie told her. “You
take care of the cats, you get food in the house. You’re a great
roommate.”

Heather told herself to just say it and then deal with the
consequences. “My mom is stealing from the company. I saw
her when I went home sick that day. We had a big fight about
it and that’s why I moved out.”

Sophie stabbed her wonton. “Still? She’s crafty, I’ll give
you that. Bear is going to have a meltdown. He thought he had
enough procedures in place to keep that from happening. I
swear, we’re going to have to start strip-searching her and no
one is going to want that job.”

Heather couldn’t breathe. Still? Still! “She was stealing
before?”



“Uh-huh.” Sophie picked up her wine. “I confronted her,
threatened her with public humiliation and pressing charges. I
thought I’d gotten through to her. I should have known better.”
She motioned to the cartons of food. “Eat, please. I appreciate
you telling me. I know it wasn’t easy. I’ll deal with it. Oh,
crap.”

She shook her head. “I talked to her a couple of days ago.
No wonder she started the conversation by saying it wasn’t
true. She thought you’d told me already.”

Heather didn’t understand Sophie’s reaction. “You’re not
mad I waited?”

“No. She’s your mom. Amber doesn’t make anything easy.
You did tell me and that’s what matters.”

Heather’s concerns faded away, leaving her starving. She
piled food onto her plate. “I was so scared.”

“Don’t you ever be scared of me. There’s nothing you can
tell me that will cause me to stop loving you. I may yell at
you, but I’ll still love you.”

Heather grinned. “Even if I’m pregnant?”

Sophie’s mouth dropped open. “Dear God, tell me you’re
kidding.”

Heather laughed. “I’m kidding. I haven’t had sex in forever.
I’m terrified to get involved with a guy. What if something
happens and I’m trapped here? I don’t want that.”

“What do you want?”

“College. A future.” There was more, but those were the
most important elements.

“That’s not going to happen here.”

Sophie’s tone was casual, but Heather got the message—she
was being tested. Were her plans real or just a lot of cheap
Amber-talk?

Heather put down her fork. “I know. A while back Elliot
talked to me about different colleges that have good marketing
departments. That’s what I want to study. I applied to a couple



of different places. I’ve been looking into financial aid.” She
rolled her eyes. “USC, if you can believe it. As if I’d get in
there. Plus, it’s so expensive. But he insisted. I’m thinking
Boise State.”

She paused, bracing herself for disapproval or laughter or a
giant foot to come down and squash her dreams.

Sophie only sipped her wine. “Why Boise State?”

“It’s a day’s drive away. I’m close but not so close I can
come back anytime. The school is great and the town is really
growing. Plus, it’s not super-expensive. I’d work for a year to
get my residency established and then start taking classes.”

“You’ve thought about this.”

“I have. I’m learning a lot from Elliot and I hate to leave
CK, but with Grandma selling the house and my mom
throwing me out, this seems like maybe the right time to go.”

“I agree.” Sophie’s voice was soft. “Heather, I know you’re
scared. You want to go but you feel guilty about it. Here’s the
thing. There will never be the perfect time. You have an
opportunity. If you don’t take it, if you don’t make it happen,
you will regret it for the rest of your life. Your mother will
suck you back in and you will be trapped. It’s going to come
down to whether or not you have the courage to just go.”

“I know. I’m scared, but I don’t want to be like her. I don’t
want to be trapped and blame everyone else for being
disappointed.”

She wanted to get away and experience life on her own
terms.

“But?” Sophie asked.

“But it’s hard to think about,” she admitted. “I’ve never
been on my own. I’ve never lived anywhere but here. What if
I’m not as smart as I think I am? What if I can’t make friends
or be successful in college or… What if I fail?”

“Remember your quilt idea?”

The change in topic caught her off guard. “Yes.” But what
did that have to do with anything?



“We presented it to the distributor.”

“Did he like it? Are we going to develop it? I think the
customers will love it and—”

“He said no.”

Heather’s shoulders slumped. “Really? I’m sorry, Sophie. I
thought it was a great idea.” How could she have been so
wrong?

“It wasn’t the idea, it was me. I screwed up the meeting. I
did everything Maggie told me not to do. I turned what should
have been a great success into a total disaster. It was all me.
We lost the chance and the account.”

Heather stared at her. “But you’re perfect. You know
everything.”

Sophie grinned. “If only that were true. And I’m not, but
you’re sweet to say it. Heather, you’re going to mess up.
You’re going to fail. That isn’t the point. Life is about trying
and moving forward and doing what terrifies us. It might work
out and it might not, but at least you’re moving forward. At
least you’re making the effort.”

“What are you going to do about the distributor?”

“I’ve already called and apologized. He’s willing to see
Maggie as long as I’m not there. So I’m going to trust my
sales director to do her job and I’m going to do mine and we’ll
see how it ends up. What are you going to do about your life?”

Heather wanted to point out she was only twenty. That all
she knew was the island. But she also knew those were only
excuses—like blaming a lack of a career on getting pregnant.
She could either play it safe and trap herself forever or she
could stop dreaming and start doing.

“I’m going to leave Blackberry Island.”

“Do you promise?”

Fear threatened. There were thousands of unknowns and yet
Heather knew if she didn’t go now, she never would.

“Yes, Sophie. I promise.”



“Okay, then. You need a plan. A place to stay and a job.
Give yourself a deadline and start working on them. Get your
car into the mechanic and get it serviced. I’ll pay for that.
Then pack your things and go. Still sure?”

Heather thought about the impossibly expensive apartment
her mother wanted. If she stayed, she would sign that lease and
that would be that. If she stayed, she would become Amber.

“I’m sure. I’ll start looking for a room to rent tonight.”

Sophie smiled. “That’s my girl. You’re making the right
decision, Heather. I’m sure of it.”

“Me, too.”

Saturday morning Kristine stared at the stacked boxes in the
middle of her gleaming kitchen. While she already had the
big-ticket items such as the oven, the refrigerator and the
cooling racks, she needed tons of supplies to make her
business a success. To that end, she’d bought industrial-size
cookie sheets, measuring cups, spoons, spatulas, and dozens of
other items necessary to produce her cookies and brownies.
There were also shipping supplies: boxes, tissue paper, labels,
a postage meter and tape. The costs had nearly sent her
screaming into the night, but she hadn’t had a choice. Without
a way to bake cookies and brownies or ship them, she wasn’t
going to be very successful.

Monday she would have her health inspection. Once she’d
passed that final hurdle, she would order all the ingredients
and start baking, which was both exciting and terrifying. Her
business was really happening. She was only a few weeks
away from the new custom awning and window sign being
installed. After that she would pick a day for her official grand
opening. Until then she would be baking for the wineries and
the inn and for the few mail-order customers she had. She’d
also taken Bear’s advice and had bought a mailing list. With
the help of a graphics company in Everett, she’d designed a
postcard mailer with a coupon. That would be finished by the
end of next week and go out in the mail. It had been pricey and



not in her budget, but worth it in the end, she told herself. Or
so she hoped.

At least her website was done, although that had also been
more expensive than she’d anticipated. Money out, she
thought. That was the theme of the last month. Monday or
Tuesday she was going to have to sit down and figure out how
much she’d burned through already and how much more she
was going to need. She had a bad feeling she was going to
come up short.

“Not thinking about that today,” she told herself. “Today is
about opening boxes and won’t that be fun?”

She glanced at the large cookie-clock on the wall. The boys
had spent the night with Jaxsen. He would be dropping them
off around ten to hang out with her before they scattered to
various activities in the afternoon.

She had to admit, she was nervous about seeing him.
Ridiculous considering how long they’d been married, but still
true. They’d spoken on the phone a few times—short
conversations that had gone well. He hadn’t said anything
about leaving her and she hadn’t mentioned being broken at
the thought. It was as if they were finding their way back. She
needed to believe that.

Anticipation mingled with a touch of what-if-he’s-a-jerk-
again. Faith, she told herself, getting a box cutter out of her
tote bag. He’d done incredible work in the store. She had to
have faith.

She cut open all the boxes before returning the box cutter to
her bag. The boys would help her unpack but there was no
way she was letting them loose with a sharp blade.

She went to work unpacking a giant coffee maker. She’d
gone with a fancy model in gleaming stainless steel. Over
budget, but beautiful and it got great reviews. After setting it
up on the counter, she read the directions. She washed out the
various parts and put them in place, then added water.

“Here we go, big guy. Don’t let me down.”



She flipped the on switch and waited. The water began
heating and less than two minutes later she heard the happy,
bubbling sound of hot water filling the large stainless carafe.

According to the directions, the coffee would stay hot for at
least four hours. She had no idea how much foot traffic she
would get or if anyone would want coffee, but she wanted to
have it available.

“Crap!”

She reached for the pad of paper she’d thrown in her tote
and dug out a pen. She was going to need mugs for the store
and to-go cups for people to take with them. And stirrers and
something to hold cream and milk. And little sugars and low-
cal sweeteners. She wasn’t going to compete with the coffee
place in town but she couldn’t just offer black coffee.

She wrote everything on the list, then waited for the carafe
to finish filling. She dumped the hot water, then poured in the
ground coffee she’d brought from home. She started the unit
again and waited. This time in addition to the sounds, she
inhaled the scent of brewing coffee.

By ten she was on her second cup of delicious coffee and
had made a dent in the unpacking. Right on time she heard her
kids outside the store and went to let them in. Her heart sank a
little when she saw her mother-in-law behind them instead of
Jaxsen. Why hadn’t he come? Weren’t things supposed to be
better now?

Too many questions and no answers, she thought, pushing
those thoughts away and focusing on her kids.

“How was your night?” she asked cheerfully, opening the
door for them and ushering everyone inside.

“We stayed up and played Xbox,” Grant said.

“Not that late,” Tommy added.

Ruth looked around the store. “Oh, Kristine, it’s beautiful. I
can’t believe how perfectly everything is turning out.”

“It does look great, doesn’t it?”



JJ patted one of the walls. “We helped Dad with the
painting. After school. All of us helped.”

Something she hadn’t known. “You never said anything.”

“It’s a surprise,” Grant told her. “Do you like it?”

“I love it. Thank you so much.”

She wasn’t sure what to make of the information, but it
seemed positive. If only Jaxsen were here.

“Let me show you around,” she said and led the way
through the space. After they’d explored it all, Ruth left to run
errands and the boys got to work unpacking boxes.

“We’re going to put everything away today,” she said. “I’ll
wash it all later. First, I want to figure out where everything
goes and make sure I have enough shelves.”

Not that she knew what she was going to do if she didn’t.

“You can store the cookie sheets on the cooling racks,” JJ
told her. “That’s where they’ll be most of the time anyway.
It’ll save room.”

“Good idea.”

Tommy was stacking mixing bowls. “Mom, where’s the
dishwasher?”

“What?” She stared at her kitchen, searching the lower
cabinets. There was a giant sink and shelves and cabinets and
the stove and…

“There’s no dishwasher,” she breathed. How could she have
missed that? Without a dishwasher, she was going to have to
wash every single thing by hand. Every day!

Grant grinned at JJ. “I know what you’re going to be doing
when you work here.”

JJ looked worried. “Mom, you’re getting a dishwasher,
aren’t you?”

There wasn’t a dishwasher. How could she have not seen
that? She thought about the number of cookie sheets she
would use in a day. While she could protect them with a layer



of parchment paper and use a pan more than once before
washing it, what about the brownie pans and the bowls and
spoons and everything else?

“I need a dishwasher.” A restaurant-size one plus whatever
plumbing it would require to make it work. That wasn’t going
to be cheap.

She crossed to her shopping list and added that. It was a
huge item to try to insert into her budget.

“Thanks, Mom,” JJ said, sounding grateful. “I’ll help load
and unload it, though.”

The rest of the morning passed quickly. Kristine’s list of
things to buy grew but thankfully everything after the
dishwasher was relatively inexpensive. Once the boxes were
unpacked, the boys flattened them and carried them to her
SUV. She would swing by the recycling center after she
dropped them off.

Before she locked the door, she glanced around. All the
equipment fit neatly on shelves. She was going to have to
spend much of Monday washing everything by hand before
she could use it. Gloves, she thought glumly. She would need
rubber gloves and a couple of scrub brushes.

She dropped off the boys, hit the recycling center, then
drove home. When she was in the driveway, she stared at the
house she loved and wondered for the hundredth time why
Jaxsen hadn’t brought by the boys himself. They hadn’t seen
each other since he’d fixed up the store. Was he sending a
message?

She picked up her phone and pressed a couple of buttons.
When he answered, she blurted, “I thought you were bringing
the boys this morning.”

Jaxsen hesitated. “I wanted to, but I thought I’d be in the
way.”

“How could you think that?”

“The last time we talked in person, it didn’t go very well.”



“I know but you did all the work on the store and Jaxsen,
don’t we have to talk? Or are you done?”

She hadn’t meant to say that, ask that, but once the words
were out, she knew she wouldn’t call them back. However
much it hurt, she had to know.

“I’m not done. Are you?”

Relief. Sweet relief. “Of course not. I didn’t want you to
move out. I want to talk about this. I want things to be good
between us.”

“I do, too.”

Finally, she thought, leaning her head against the window
and exhaling slowly. “I’m glad.”

“So now what?”

An excellent question. How did they move forward? What
was the first step and the one after that? Should they talk to a
counselor or muddle through on their own?

“Do you want to come over for dinner?” she asked.

“I’d like that.”

“Me, too.”

“If you’ll get JJ, I can pick up Tommy and Grant,” he
offered.

“Perfect. I’ll see you with the boys.”

“I’ll be here.”

They hung up and she ran into the house. She had a
thousand things to do—figure out what they were having for
dinner and go to the grocery store, tidy up, change her clothes
—although she wasn’t sure into what.

Anticipation returned. Tonight, she thought. Tonight she and
Jaxsen would talk and get their marriage back on track. She
was sure of it.



Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Admit it,” Dugan said, handing Sophie an ice-cream cone
with two scoops of chocolate chip ice cream. “You’re having a
good time.”

She licked her cone, then glanced out at the water.

They were down by the beach on a beautiful Saturday
afternoon. The sun was out, the temperatures were flirting with
seventy and the sound of the waves mingled with the laughter
of kids playing.

“This is nice,” she said, returning her attention to the man
with her. Dugan had called that morning and asked her to
spend the afternoon with him. He’d picked her up at CK and
brought her to the park by the beach. She’d been surprised
there were so many people out, along with food carts and
people selling crafts and kites.

“It’s a little strange,” she admitted as they walked along the
boardwalk. “I wasn’t expecting the crowd.”

“It’s Saturday and sunny and we’re heading into summer.”

“Still.”

He stopped and stared at her. “Sophie, when was the last
time you didn’t work on a Saturday?”

“I don’t know. When I lived in LA and I would fly back
here, I would be gone over a Saturday, so then.”

His deep blue eyes grew thoughtful. “What about
vacations?”

“Ugh. Do we have to talk about that? I hate vacations.”

“No one hates vacations.”

“You take one with my ex and then we’ll talk. His goal was
to visit all fifty states. And not just visit—drive. Not to
Hawaii, of course, but we never went there. And we always
had to go look at the weird stuff. Like the world’s biggest ball



of yarn. God forbid we should see something cool like the
Grand Canyon or New Orleans. And he was a huge B and B
fan. I get that some people want to comingle with other
travelers and talk, but please not first thing in the morning,
over breakfast. Why can’t we stay at some anonymous hotel
where there’s room service and maybe a spa? You go look at
the world’s biggest ball of yarn. I want a massage.”

He smiled at her. “So no real thoughts on vacations?”

“Ha-ha. I just don’t relax well. I like to work. Okay, sure,
eventually I should probably look at some life balance stuff.
I’m trying not to work on Sunday. That’s something. And
maybe I could take a vacation, if there was a good hotel. And
there wasn’t any yarn ball.”

“How do you feel about the south of France?”

“I know nothing about it. Is it nice?”

“It’s very nice. Relaxing and beautiful with lots of great
food and wine. I’ll accept your issues with B and Bs, but
would you accept a rented villa?”

A villa in the south of France? She would happily not work
on a Saturday if that was her option.

“Who’s cooking?” she asked.

Dugan laughed. “I am.”

“Then you’re on.”

Maybe if they went to the south of France, they could start
having sex again. She was really missing that and couldn’t
figure out why Dugan was holding out on her. She was fairly
sure there wasn’t anyone else in his life. He had said he was
crazy about her. So what was the problem? Stupid man.

They started walking again.

“How’s Heather doing?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. The last time we talked, she said she was
ready to strike out on her own.”

“You don’t sound like you believe her.”



Sophie raised a shoulder, then licked her cone. “I want to,
but I’ll admit I’m not sure she’s really going to go. Amber has
a way of sucking people in and maybe Heather isn’t strong
enough to fight that.”

“You don’t really think that.”

“Why not? She hasn’t left before. She was looking at
apartments with her mom.”

“Sophie, she’s twenty years old. She had no father. You and
Kristine are her only other family and you’ve been living in
California and Kristine has a husband and kids of her own.
You’re worried that Heather isn’t strong enough to leave the
woman who raised her, the woman who’s never been able to
take care of herself? A mature forty-year-old would have
trouble breaking away from that. There has to be more guilt
than either of us can imagine. What if she leaves and Amber
can’t make it on her own? What if Amber never forgives her?
What if everyone turns against her and she’s all alone in the
world? It’s a lot for a kid to deal with.”

The ice cream she’d eaten turned to stone in her belly.
Sophie tossed the rest of it away and stared at Dugan. “I never
thought of it like that.”

“I guessed.”

There was something in his tone and expression. “Are you
judging me? Do you think I’m being selfish?”

“Not selfish. You have a lot on your mind with the
business.”

“Meaning what? I should take more time with my family?”
She pressed her lips together, knowing he wasn’t wrong about
that. She did get caught up in work—maybe too much. “I want
to, but it’s hard.”

“Making the time or knowing what to do?”

“Both. Like Heather. How do you think I should help? Give
her money to start over in Boise?”

“Heather isn’t the problem. Amber is. Get her settled and
Heather will be free to go. Didn’t you tell me they’re being



forced to move?”

Sophie glared at him. “I know where this is going. You want
me to buy Amber a condo so she doesn’t go after Heather.
You’re very free with other people’s money, aren’t you? That’s
so extreme. A condo. As if.”

He finished his ice cream and smiled at her.

“What?” she demanded.

“I didn’t say a word.”

“You didn’t have to. You’re incredibly transparent. A condo.
Sure. Why not three so Amber will have a choice of where she
lives that particular day? And a new car. Maybe a tropical
island. You know she’d find a way to complain about that.”
She glared at him. “What?”

“So much energy. What are you protecting yourself from?”

Before she could react, he pulled her close and hugged her,
then kissed the top of her head.

“Sophie, I know it feels like everyone you’ve ever loved has
broken your heart, but that’s not true. Your mom didn’t want to
die. Mark was a jerk, but that can’t be helped. You have people
who care about you.”

His words and embrace made her eyes burn, but she blinked
away any sign of weakness. Stupid man. She was fine. She
didn’t need him.

Only it did feel good to be held, and when she’d been in
trouble he’d been the one she’d called, so maybe stupid was
the wrong word. As for needing, well, she wasn’t going to
think about that.

“You really think I should buy Amber a condo?” she asked,
her voice muffled against his strong chest.

“I never said that.”

“You thought it.”

“I refuse to be in trouble for thinking something.”

“If I buy her one, it won’t go well.”



“That I believe to be true.”

“But it would solve a lot of problems.” She looked into his
eyes. “Have I mentioned I don’t like that you’re insightful?”

“More than once.”

“Are you ever going to sleep with me again? Before we go
to the south of France, I mean. I know you’ll sleep with me
there because otherwise why go.”

She expected him to give her a quick, funny response, but
he didn’t say anything for several seconds.

“Not today,” he murmured, lightly kissing her.

“I find that annoying.”

“I know.”

“Is that why you’re doing this?”

He smiled. “I believe the problem is more what I’m not
doing rather than what I am.”

“Is it a test?”

Because if it was, she was done. She didn’t do tests or
games or any of that.

“Not a test, Sophie.”

“Then what?”

He kissed her again. “I’m letting you figure out what you
want from me.”

“Aside from sex?”

“Yes.”

“Why does it have to be complicated?”

“I’m not looking for complicated, but I do want to know
where we stand. Right now you don’t have a clue.”

She took a step back and put her hands on her hips. “That is
so like a man.”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I know. Could I
be more annoying?”



“Not really.”

They were both laughing, but Sophie was pretty sure that
neither of them was joking. Dugan obviously wanted
something from her and he was willing to wait to get it. The
problem was Sophie had no idea what that was. And even if
she did, giving it was going to be an issue. What if Dugan
needed more than she was capable of? What if the price of
keeping him was higher than she was willing to pay? What if,
at the end of the day, the only thing she was good at was
work?

Kristine found herself once again fighting nerves at the
thought of seeing Jaxsen. Equally unsettling was the
indecision about how to handle the dinner. Part of her wanted
to use the dining room and the good china and make
everything fancy, but the rest of her said that was a bad idea.
She’d been so careful to downplay Jaxsen’s absence. When the
boys asked about it, she said they were dealing with some
issues and needed time and distance to get perspective.
Turning his joining them for dinner into a special occasion
meant that wasn’t true and whatever happened between her
and Jaxsen, she didn’t want the boys to worry.

To that end, she asked JJ to set the kitchen table, as per
usual, casually mentioning their dad would be joining them.

JJ took in the information, washing his hands and said, “Can
I go to Brandon’s house tomorrow? His uncle just bought a
Mercedes SLK and he’s bringing it over and we’re all going to
wax it.”

So much for JJ wrestling with the emotional significance of
his father having dinner with them for the first time in a
month.

“Sure,” she said with a smile. “When you’re done there,
maybe you can bring Brandon home and wax my SUV.”

“Mo-om, it’s not the same. Do you even know what an SLK
is?”



“An expensive car?”

“It’s a convertible and it has a—”

She held up her hand. “I beg you. Spare me the engine,
suspension, torque, horsepower conversation. I believe you.
It’s special.”

“You should care more about cars. They’re really
interesting.”

She paused to ruffle his hair. “If you say so.”

JJ sighed. “You’re such a girl.”

“Good to know.”

She checked on the two chickens she’d put in the oven to
roast. She’d added baby new potatoes to the pan. She’d
already made a salad and there were green beans waiting to be
steamed. She’d bought ice cream when she’d picked up the
chickens. It was a nicer meal than they would ordinarily have
on a busy night, but not so fancy that anyone would notice and
comment.

Right at five thirty she heard the sound of Jaxsen’s truck
pulling into the driveway. Her body went on alert as her
stomach tightened. She told herself to just keep breathing.
That tonight wasn’t especially significant. She and Jaxsen
needed time to find their way back together. Things weren’t
going to be healed in a single meal and she shouldn’t put
pressure on either of them.

Tommy and Grant raced in ahead of their father, bringing
plenty of loud conversation and chaos with them.

“There’s a summer baseball league,” Grant said. “I’ll be old
enough and I want to join.”

“Mom, I finished my math homework and I need you to
check it.” Tommy dropped his backpack in the middle of the
floor and sniffed. “Are we having chicken?” He spotted his
brother. “Is Brandon’s uncle really bringing his SLK over
tomorrow?”

“Yeah. We’re going to wax it.”



Tommy turned to her. “Mom, can I go with JJ to Brandon’s
house to see the car?”

“Backpack upstairs,” she said. “Then wash your hands.
Let’s talk about the car waxing later. Grant, get me the link to
the camp and I’ll look it over with your dad.”

She managed to keep herself distracted until all three boys
left the kitchen. Only then did she turn to Jaxsen.

He looked as he always did—tall and strong, with dark hair
—but his usual ease was missing, which made her feel better.
She was glad she wasn’t the only one who was nervous.

“Hi,” he said, holding out a bottle of wine. “I bought this
because…” He cleared his throat. “Thanks for having me over
for dinner.”

She thought about pointing out that if he hadn’t moved into
his parents’ house, they wouldn’t be dealing with this right
now, but then he would say he’d only done that because he
wasn’t happy about her opening the business and they still
hadn’t talked about whether or not he’d truly left their
marriage and what she was going to do if he had, which meant
all she could say was, “You’re welcome.”

They smiled at each other.

“I’m sorry this is awkward,” he said. “I’ve been gone too
long.”

“You kind of have.” She knew they didn’t have much time
before the boys came back downstairs, but she had to ask,
“Did you really leave me, Jaxsen? Did you leave us?”

“I moved in with my parents. I stayed in the basement. I
didn’t even go out with my friends.”

“You’re not answering the question.”

“I was angry.” He grimaced. “No, I was scared. Honest to
God, I don’t know why you put up with me. I love you more
than I’ve ever loved anyone, but I don’t make it easy. Yet, here
you are. Why is that?”

Her gaze was steady. “You didn’t answer the question. Did
you leave me?”



He hung his head. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“I wanted you to be scared, too.” He looked at her. “I’m not
proud of that, but it’s the truth. I wanted you to suffer like I
was. I wanted you to know what it felt like.”

She supposed the words could have hurt her, but they were
oddly comforting. Jaxsen hadn’t wanted to get away—he’d
wanted to teach her a lesson. Not the most mature, loving
reaction to what was happening, but one that made sense. He’d
been in pain and from his perspective, she’d caused it. So he
wanted to punish her back.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was wrong of me.”

“Yes, it was. I wish you’d told me what you were feeling. I
could have tried to explain things better. I never wanted you to
feel that I was going to leave you.”

“I know that now.”

His petulant tone made her smile. “We’re not very good at
this,” she admitted. “Being married, being supportive of each
other. Communicating. Jaxsen, we need to go into couples’
counseling.”

His dark gaze met hers. “Do you still love me?”

“Of course. I never stopped loving you. Not loving you isn’t
the problem. Do you still love me?”

In the second it took him to answer, she died a thousand
deaths. But when he spoke, she felt restored.

“Yes. You’re my world.”

“Then we have to work to fix this. We have to do better. I’m
not willing to simply go back to how things were. I didn’t
know you’d left and while I understand the reasons, it hurts
me that you would walk away from our marriage and not tell
me.”

“I didn’t walk away, exactly.” He sighed. “You’re right. We
need to do better.” His face brightened. “Maybe we could get a
workbook or something from the library.”



She looked at him. “No.”

“Fine.”

The sound of feet thundering on the stairs interrupted them.
Seconds later the boys burst into the kitchen and the moment
was lost. Still, she thought progress had been made. At least
she understood a little more now and as long as they got some
help, she felt they could find their way to a better place than
they’d been in before.

Dinner was the loud, happy event it always was, she thought
as she watched her family. Funny how easily they fell back
into the familiar. As everyone ate and talked, she wondered
what would happen after they were finished. Would Jaxsen
expect to move back in? Was she ready for that? And if he
asked and she said no, would he understand why?

Even more complicated was the question of sex. Did he
want to? Did she? Should they? Would that make things better
or worse? It had been weeks and Jaxsen wasn’t a man who
liked to go more than a couple of days without some kind of
physical encounter. She wasn’t worried he’d been getting it
somewhere else so much as she didn’t know if she should
offer to—

To what? Did she even want to get naked with him when
things were so unsettled? Shouldn’t they wait until they had a
more clear understanding of how things were between them?

The realization that there was so much more to talk about
made her uneasy and she couldn’t finish her dinner. She went
through the motions, laughed when appropriate and tried to act
as if everything was all right. The boys seemed to buy her act,
but she caught Jaxsen watching her as if he sensed something
was wrong.

Once the boys had cleared the table and loaded the
dishwasher, Jaxsen sent them downstairs. When he and
Kristine were alone, he said, “I can see the wheels turning.
You’re upset.”

“No. Just confused. I’m glad we cleared up a few things, but
there’s a lot more we need to deal with.”



“You’re right. There is. We should definitely go see a
counselor. Our marriage is important to us and we need to
develop some new skills.”

That was not very Jaxsen-like. “You’re sure?”

“I don’t love the idea, but I see the value of it.”

“Thank you.”

He held out his arms and she stepped into his embrace. He
was warm and familiar and she’d missed the feel of him
making her world right.

“We’ll get this,” he told her, rubbing his hands up and down
her back. “Is it all right if I ask you to find us someone? I’ll do
it if you want, but it’s harder for me to make and take calls
during business hours.”

“I’ll start doing research tomorrow and get something set
up.”

“I appreciate that.”

The slow, steady movements on her back began to arouse
her. Jaxsen wasn’t the only one who had gone without for a
long time. She might not be ready for him to move back in and
pretend nothing had happened, but a little naked time might
not be such a bad idea. They could—

He released her. “I should be going.”

What? “You’re leaving?”

He gave her a lopsided smile. “I don’t want to overstay my
welcome. Thank you for dinner. It was perfect.” He leaned in
and lightly kissed her mouth. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

The words were automatic as she still tried to process the
fact that he was going to walk away without even trying to
have sex with her. What was up with that?

Even as the question formed, she recognized that perhaps
she was being slightly unfair. Not only couldn’t he read her
mind, in her head, she also knew he was making the right



decision. Having sex so soon would complicate an already
difficult situation. But that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“Want to go out to brunch tomorrow?” he asked. “Maybe
catch a movie after?”

She had a thousand things she needed to do, but decided
they could wait. “I’d like that.”

“I’ll text you in the morning and we’ll figure out a time.”

Jaxsen went downstairs to say goodbye to the boys. She
retreated to the family room where she curled up in a corner of
the sofa. Her body was still humming but that would fade.
More important was the fact that they’d made a decision to
move forward with their marriage and to learn to do better
with each other. A new and improved Jaxsen might take some
getting used to but she had a feeling it would be worth it in the
end.

As for herself, well, she wasn’t blameless. Every
relationship required both parties to be fully responsible. She
had a feeling that the counselor was going to tell her it was
time for her to step up her game, as well.



Chapter Thirty

Heather wrestled with both guilt and the promise of freedom
for nearly a week. She understood that staying was the easy
choice—she would live as she always had. She would be
trapped forever, but it was familiar.

Leaving meant the chance to be more, do more, but it also
came with the risk of striking out on her own. She would be
forced to find out if she was capable of being successful in
college, in a job she loved. She would be assessed, critiqued,
judged, all by people who didn’t know and love her.

She understood that in this moment of time, there was a
door and she could walk through it or she could close it
forever. There wasn’t a lot of middle ground. After wrestling
with her two options, she came to the only conclusion she
could and still have a chance to be the person she desperately
wanted to be.

She dressed carefully for work and once she was at her
desk, she emailed Elliot and asked if she could have a few
minutes of his time.

When she knocked on his open door, he smiled at her.
“Come in, Heather.”

She stepped inside, then closed the door behind her. She had
a notepad with her salient points in one hand and a couple of
tissues in the other. Her goal was not to cry, but she had a
feeling she might get a little emotional and wanted to be
prepared.

She sat on the edge of the visitor seat and drew in a breath.
“I wanted to tell you that I’m going to be giving notice today.”

Elliot’s dark eyes were unreadable. “I see. May I ask why?”

“I need to get away. Off the island. It’s complicated but
right now I feel as if I can break free. If I don’t go now, I never
will.”



“Because of your mother?”

She nodded. “We had a big fight and she threw me out a few
weeks ago. I’ve been staying with Sophie. If I go back, I’ll end
up signing a lease on an apartment and I’ll be trapped. I don’t
want that.” She pressed her lips together. “I know that doesn’t
make sense to you. You’d be much stronger, but this is the best
I can do.”

He leaned back in his chair. “You’re giving me more credit
than I deserve. We all cave when it comes to our mothers. So
what’s the plan?”

“I’m going to move to Boise. I’ll get a couple of jobs and
rent a room somewhere, saving as much money as I can for
college. When I’ve lived there a year, I’ll apply to Boise State.
They have a good program and I’m excited to make it work.”

She wanted to say she knew Boise State wasn’t Michigan or
Notre Dame or any other school on the list, but it was doable
and right now that mattered a lot.

He studied her. As always, he was perfectly dressed in a
tailored suit. He exuded confidence and competence. She
wanted to be like that one day—a successful member of the
marketing world. Doing her job well, respecting her fellow
employees as she was respected by them.

She wanted financial success, too, but somehow that
seemed a little less important than finding her way.

“I’ll admit I’m disappointed,” he said.

Her eyes widened. “Why would you say that? I can’t stay
here, Elliot. I can’t. I’ll be trapped forever.” She blinked to
hold back tears. “I know it’s not New York or Chicago, but—”

He offered her a gentle smile. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have
said that. I’m not disappointed you’re leaving, Heather. I’ll
miss you, but you’re right. You need to get out of here, while
you can. I meant that I wish I’d gotten my information
together sooner so you wouldn’t have to decide.”

He pulled a thick folder out of his desk and pushed it toward
her. “I hear Los Angeles is beautiful this time of year.”



She opened the folder and saw a letter of acceptance from
USC.

“But I just sent in the application like a month ago. How
could they have accepted me already?”

“Private institutions have different timetables,” he said with
a shrug. “You can start in the fall. In the meantime, I know a
professor there who has an over-the-garage apartment she
rents out to students. The current tenant is moving in with her
boyfriend, so it will be available by the end of the week.
You’ll be safe there and you’ll have someone to watch out for
you. Kelli is on staff at the medical school and she takes
student welfare very seriously.”

She understood all the words, but they weren’t making
sense. USC? It was a top school, but the cost was prohibitive.

She looked at him. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Then let me keep talking. You’ll need to apply for every
grant and scholarship you can. I’m talking to a few people and
I’ve pulled together tuition for the first year, but after that,
you’re on your own. I have a few leads on summer jobs.
You’ll want something part-time for the school year and—”

Heather burst into tears. No, not tears. Ugly, body-shaking
sobs that made it impossible to breathe. She covered her face
with her hands, unable to take it all in. Elliot quieted and put a
box of tissues in front of her.

She grabbed a handful and tried to get control but she
couldn’t. Every time she tried, she thought about what he was
doing for her and started crying again.

Finally, she was able to catch her breath. She wiped her face
and stared at him. “Why?”

“Because you work hard and deserve a chance to make
something of yourself.”

“But there are a lot of people like that.”

“I don’t know them. I know you.”

More tears spilled down her cheeks. “I can never repay
you.”



“I don’t want to be repaid. I want you to become your best
self, then I want you to help someone else. That’s how it
works, Heather. That’s how we make the world a better place.
One person at a time.”

She nodded, then stood and walked around his desk. Elliot
rose and she hugged him.

“Thank you so much. I won’t let you down, I swear.”

“I know, child. I know. Just promise to stay in touch. I want
to hear about it all.”

Sophie glared at Elliot. “You’re making me look bad.”

He glanced up from his computer. “I have no idea what
you’re talking about.”

“That’s crap. You got Heather into USC and are paying for
her first year of college? Why?”

He tilted his head. “Are you genuinely angry or more
chagrined?”

She sank onto the visitor chair. “I’m not mad. You’re doing
a good thing. She’s so excited, she’s practically floating.”

Heather had burst into her office to tell her the good news.
While Sophie was happy for her, she also felt unsettled by the
whole thing.

“It should be me,” she mumbled.

“Why isn’t it?”

“I don’t know. It’s hard for me to give people money.”
Something she wanted to blame on Mark and Fawn. “My
college roommate screwed me on the business and my ex took
a ton. Plus, people are always asking for handouts. It puts me
on edge. I’m cautious.” She might be buying Amber a condo
—she hadn’t fully decided. Was a condo more impressive than
a year of tuition at USC? She wasn’t sure. Besides, this wasn’t
a competition. Or it shouldn’t be. Dammit, why couldn’t she
be more normal?



“You pay your employees well,” Elliot pointed out, forcing
her back to the conversation.

“That’s different. That’s an exchange. They do work, I pay
them. But just handing over money… It’s hard.”

“It gets easier with practice.”

“Should I pay for some of Heather’s college?”

“It would be a nice gesture.”

“What if she doesn’t do well? What if she goofs off and
skips classes and flunks out?”

“The food stamp argument,” he said. “Many people only
want to offer food stamps if the recipient uses them the way
the donor wants. You want to dictate what happens with your
donation.”

“You say that like it’s bad. It’s my money.”

“Not after you give it away.”

“So you’re fine with whatever happens?”

He smiled. “My joy is in the giving. Once the money leaves
my bank account, it’s not up to me anymore. I can’t control the
other person or organization I’m giving to. Trying to do so ties
me down.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Maybe to you. For me, it’s about letting go.”

“I don’t think I can let go that much.”

“It’s your choice.”

She sighed. “I don’t want to be a bad person.”

“You’re not.”

“Then why do I feel guilty about what you’re doing for
Heather?”

“Because you could have done the same and you didn’t.”

“Ouch.”



“Just telling you what I think. If you came to see me for
absolution, I can’t give you that. You have earned financial
success. What you do with it is completely up to you. But
here’s what I know, Sophie. Sometimes it feels good to share it
with someone else.”

“I know that.”

“Then maybe you should live like it.”

She wanted to tell him she did, only she knew she didn’t.
Sometimes she held on so tight, she thought she might snap in
two. Letting go, whether with money or love or her business,
was too hard.

“I don’t like introspection,” she admitted.

“I think we all know that about you.”

She was out of money. Kristine stared at the spreadsheet on
her laptop screen and knew there was no getting around the
truth. She’d spent more than she’d anticipated on her website
and things like cookie sheets and other kitchen tools.

The mailing list she’d bought had been an amateur mistake,
she thought with a sigh. It had been a massive, unplanned
expense that could have waited, but she’d been so excited at
the thought of it that she’d gone ahead without bothering to
take the steps to see if she had enough money to pay for it.

Not only was her first lease payment coming due, she also
still had to buy the raw materials necessary to make cookies
and brownies to sell. In the next few days she was hoping to
start getting orders on her website, and if that happened, she
would burn through the packing materials she’d already
bought. A quality problem, but still a problem. She owed
money on the sign that would be installed next week and she
was hoping to have a big grand opening party to officially
launch the business. Right now she couldn’t afford paper cups
to serve people a glass of water.

Kristine couldn’t believe she was barely a month in and she
was already scrambling. She’d been so careful with her



business plan—she’d checked and double-checked and even
Sophie had said her numbers looked good. Which all sounded
great but didn’t change the fact that she needed an influx of
cash—significant cash—and fast.

Ten thousand would get her where she needed to be. Fifteen
would be better because then she would have a buffer against
more unexpected expenses. It wasn’t as if she had that much
simply lying around, tucked like loose change under a sofa
cushion.

There was the line of credit, but she really didn’t want to
use that. She and Jaxsen were in a delicate place right now.
The last thing she wanted to do was create tension between
them by using that money. Sophie was an option. Maybe. If
she asked for a loan rather than a gift. She could draw up a
payment plan so it was legally binding.

Kristine thought about the used SUVs she’d looked at
online. Selling her nearly new one and replacing it with an
older, less fancy vehicle netted her maybe five thousand. Not
enough and, again, something Jaxsen wouldn’t like.

She pushed her laptop away and put her arms on the desk,
then rested her head on her arms. “I’m a failure,” she
murmured aloud, wishing she’d planned better.

She went upstairs to the kitchen to pour herself another cup
of coffee. Maybe the jolt of caffeine would help her
brainstorm some brilliant solution. Maybe—

She heard a car in the driveway and looked out the window.
Jaxsen was backing an open trailer next to her SUV. What on
earth? Why would he need a trailer?

Her entire body went cold. Was he taking his things?

Even as the thought formed, she pushed it away. No. She
wasn’t going to jump to some horrible conclusion. She and
Jaxsen weren’t splitting up. They’d just talked about making
their marriage better. They had a counseling appointment
Thursday night. He wouldn’t be moving out.

He walked into the kitchen. “I thought you’d be at the store.
I wanted to surprise you later.”



“Surprise me with what?”

He shrugged. “I know you’re out of money. I still have the
paperwork you gave me when you wanted to talk about
starting the business. I know there were extra costs. The
dishwasher and supplies. Plus, Tommy told me you’d bought a
mailing list. I don’t know much about that, but I’m guessing
it’s expensive.”

She felt herself flush as she fought against the need to
defend herself. Jaxsen wasn’t here to attack her—she had to
believe that. If she didn’t, then they had nothing.

“I made some mistakes. The mailing list was expensive.
Then there was the cost of printing postcards and postage.
You’re right. I’m out of money and I still need to pay my lease
and get in supplies so I can start baking.”

He nodded. “That’s what I figured. What are you thinking?
Ten thousand?”

“Fifteen would be better.”

“Okay. There’s the line of credit, but neither of us wants to
tap into that. It’s an extra payment we don’t need to be
making. But without the money, you can’t get started.” He
smiled at her. “I want to help.”

Words that made her relax a little. “I appreciate that, but
unless you have a secret stash of money I don’t know about,
I’m not sure you can.”

She expected him to smile or joke, but instead he looked
away. As if he’d been hiding something from her.

“Jaxsen?”

He drew in a breath and turned back to her. “This scares the
shit out of me. I’ll admit it. You starting a business like you
are.”

“Why does that scare you? Do you think I’m going to fail
and take down the family with me?”

“No. Not that. I wish it were that. You having to shut things
down would be easy. What I’m scared of is that you’re going
to be a success. You’re going to make a lot of money and



become some pillar of the community. You’re going to be
going to meetings and hanging out with people like that guy
with the private jet. You’re going to be different and I’m not.”

“But I love you, Jaxsen. I’m doing this for me but also for
us. This isn’t about getting away.”

“I know that.” He shook his head. “Okay, I hear the words
and I try to believe them, but I still lie awake at night
wondering how I’m going to keep up with you. I’m not one of
those liberated men who’s comfortable with his wife making
more than him. I want to be the one taking care of you. If you
can take care of yourself, then what?”

His amazing, wonderful words had her stepping toward
him. She pressed her hands against his chest and smiled at
him. “Jaxsen, don’t you get it? I’ve only ever stayed because I
wanted to. I never had to be here. I love you. You’re the man
of my dreams. I want us to take this journey together. There’s
no leaving you behind. Who would I be without you?”

Hope flared in his eyes. “You mean that?”

“Of course.”

He pulled her close and held on so tight, she couldn’t
breathe. But that was okay because this moment mattered
more than anything.

After nearly a full minute, he released her. “I’ll have the
money you need later today.”

“What?”

“I’m selling a few things. I talked to the guys at work and a
couple of them are interested in the ATVs. I listed the Jet Skis
on Craigslist and I’ve sold them. I’m meeting the people this
afternoon. By six tonight, you’ll have your fifteen thousand
dollars.”

“You can’t,” she said. “No. We’ll make the line of credit
work.”

He put his hands on her shoulders. “You never liked the
ATVs. You were always worried one of us would get hurt.
We’ll still have the skis and snowboards and all the camping



gear. We only go to the lake once in the summer. It makes
more sense to rent Jet Skis for a day or two.”

He stared into her eyes. “I want to do this. I want to show
you I meant what I said before. About loving you and being a
part of this. I’m proud of you, Kristine. I want to be proud of
myself, too. Let me do this for you. Let me show you I meant
what I said about wanting things to work.”

There was so much more they had to say, she thought,
unable to take in all he was telling her. They definitely needed
the counseling and new ways to disagree and a realignment of
chores, but right now this was enough. Jaxsen could have
talked for days, but nothing would have shown her how much
he believed in her like selling his precious ATVs.

“I love you,” she said, taking his hand in hers and tugging
him toward the stairs.

He hesitated. “Are you sure? Don’t you think we should
wait until we’ve seen the therapist and know it’s okay?”

She smiled at him. “Do you want to wait for the therapist?”

“Of course not, but I’m trying to be a good guy. I’ve been a
dick too long.”

She stepped close and placed her hand on his crotch. Sure
enough, he already had an erection.

She smiled. “Good guys get to make love with their wives,
Jaxsen. It’s been a long time.”

“Thank God!” He grabbed her hand and pulled her up the
stairs.

She ran alongside him, anticipation igniting need. When
they reached the bedroom, he pulled her close and took her
face in his hands.

“You are my world,” he whispered, right before he kissed
her.

And he was hers, she thought, wrapping her arms around
him. But she would tell him later. Right now there were more
pressing matters to be dealt with.



Chapter Thirty-One

Sophie spent several days wrestling with the reality of the
situation versus how she wanted it to be. She wanted Heather
to have a chance to live her life, unencumbered by the
deadweight that was Amber, but Sophie really hated the idea
of rewarding bad behavior. There was also the issue of
Amber’s continued stealing. The new inventory control issues
weren’t sufficient. For all Sophie knew, other employees were
aware of what was happening but were afraid to say anything
because Amber was family.

When she complained to Dugan, he pointed out that she was
never going to change Amber and that acceptance would lead
to serenity. That statement had pissed her off so much, she’d
stopped speaking to him for nearly two days. Only not talking
to Dugan bothered her more than she would have thought,
leaving her pissed about that even more than she had been at
him.

“Ridiculous man,” she muttered, driving to Amber’s house.
She’d texted her cousin and asked her to be ready to go at six.
Amber had complained that she usually ate dinner at six, at
which point Sophie once again wondered if coming home had
been her dumbest idea ever.

She pulled up in front of her aunt’s house. The garden
looked good. The flower beds were tidy, the lawn green.
Heather had mentioned a bathroom spruce and a minor kitchen
update. Sophie would guess the house would be going on the
market very soon.

Amber stepped out of the house and started toward her car.
“Are you taking me out to dinner?” she asked as she got in and
fastened her seat belt. “You didn’t say anything about dinner,
but I am hungry.”

Sophie smiled. “Not dinner. When does the house go on the
market?”



Amber’s mouth twisted. “Next Friday. That real estate bitch
has been over every day, telling me I have to get rid of a bunch
of stuff or she’ll send in a team and do it for me. The nerve of
her. She says she wants the house staged. Because we’re living
like the rich people do now. My mother’s been watching too
many home improvement shows, if you ask me.”

“I’m sure she wants to get as much money for the house as
she can.”

Amber glared at her. “Of course she does and she wants me
to do the work. That is just like her. First, she throws me out of
the only home I’ve ever known and now she expects me to
suffer for it. Because being homeless isn’t enough. I did so
much for her, taking care of the house. She was supposed to
leave it to me, but now I’ll have nothing. And what about
Heather? Where is my precious baby girl going to go? I’ve
worked so hard for her and it’s all for nothing.”

Sophie listened to the diatribe and wondered how much of it
Amber actually believed. Did she know it was crap or did the
act of speaking it make it true?

Amber ranted as Sophie drove across the island, but quieted
when Sophie pulled into the parking lot of a condo complex.

The U-shaped building was four stories high, on the
southeast side of the island. There was a beautiful courtyard, a
small private beach and assigned parking. Sophie had
swallowed hard at the price, but knew it was for the greater
good. Later she would throw a couple of pillows against the
wall and drink wine, but for right now, she was going to solve
a problem.

Amber’s expression turned smug. “You’re renting me an
apartment. I knew you would come through, Sophie. This is
really great. Heather and I need a place to stay and this looks
nice enough. Only I didn’t see the complex on any of my
searches. Did the apartment just become available?”

“Something like that.”

They went into the spacious lobby and took the elevator to
the fourth floor. At the end of the hallway, Sophie unlocked



the door and motioned for Amber to go inside.

The condo was a corner unit with a view of the Sound and
the mainland beyond. There were hardwood floors throughout
and a gas fireplace in the corner. A wall-mounted TV sat
above it, the remotes nestled together on the mantel. The
modern kitchen had a big refrigerator and gas cooktop. There
was a small half bath and a good-size laundry room.

When Amber started toward the bedroom, Sophie stopped
her.

“We have to talk,” she said.

Amber stared at her, more wary than intrigued.

“This isn’t a rental, Amber. It’s a condo and I bought it. If
you agree to my terms, I’ll sign the deed over to you and
you’ll own this place for the rest of your life.”

Amber’s eyes widened but she didn’t speak.

“I will also pay the HOAs, insurance and taxes for the first
year. After that, you’re on your own.”

Amber smiled. “Sophie, that’s wonderful. Thank you. I
knew you’d come through.”

“I’m not done. Have you talked to Heather lately?”

Amber’s smile faded. “What does she have to do with
anything?”

“I’ll take that as a no.” Sophie braced herself for what she
was sure was going to be a colossal explosion. “Heather’s
been accepted at USC, down in Los Angeles. She’s leaving in
a few days.”

“What? She’s leaving? What do you mean she’s leaving?”
Unexpected tears filled Amber’s eyes as her voice dropped.
“But she never said anything. She didn’t tell me. I’m her
mother.”

“You’re not exactly speaking right now. You threw her out.”

“No, I didn’t. You’re being ridiculous.” She pressed her lips
together. “I can’t believe she’s going away. My baby girl.”



The tears slipped down her cheeks. Sophie thought maybe
she should have revised the order of things she wanted to say
because the next one just got a whole lot harder.

“You’re fired.”

Amber’s mouth dropped open. “What did you say?”

“You’re fired. We talked about your stealing before and you
swore you wouldn’t do it again. You’ve been taking inventory
and selling it on eBay.”

“You can’t know that.”

Sophie didn’t say anything.

“Heather!” Amber screamed the name. “She told you, didn’t
she? I can’t believe how she betrayed me. I’m going to—”

“No.” Sophie’s voice was firm. “Now we come to the terms
of the condo.”

Her cousin glared at her. “You mean I have to do what you
say or you won’t give me this?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I mean. I gave you fair warning
on the stealing, Amber. So let this remind you that I keep my
word. The terms are simple. You will resign from CK
Industries first thing in the morning. Being a generous
employer, I will cover your health insurance for the next six
months and give you one month’s pay. I also won’t press
charges. This is only because you’re family.”

Amber crossed her arms over her chest. Rage oozed from
her, but she didn’t speak. Sophie figured that was probably for
the best.

“The next time you see your daughter, you will congratulate
her on her college acceptance. You will be friendly and
supportive. You will talk about how excited you are about the
condo and say you were never a good fit for CK. If you make
her feel bad about telling me what you were doing, I will put
the condo on the market and you will be on your own. If you
aren’t thrilled for her college opportunity, I will put the condo
on the market. However, if you get through that one



conversation without being a total bitch, then I will sign the
deed over to you and hand you the keys.”

Her cousin stared at her for a long time before turning and
walking down the short hallway to the bedroom. Sophie knew
what she would find there—an oversize master with a balcony
facing the water. There was a walk-in closet, a jetted tub and
huge stall shower.

Amber returned a few minutes later. Sophie looked at her.

“It’s a little small,” Amber said. “You couldn’t have found a
unit with a den?” She sighed. “I suppose I can make this work,
regardless.”

Sophie waited.

“What?” Amber demanded. “You want me to say it? Fine.
I’ll be nice to Heather. I’ll say it’s so great and send her on her
way.”

Sophie continued to wait.

Amber swore. “I’ll resign in the morning.”

“Excellent. Heather’s leaving Saturday. I’ll tell her to stop
by to see you tomorrow night. Just to be clear, I will speak to
her after that. So if you don’t hold up your end of the bargain,
neither will I.”

“You’ve always been a bitch, Sophie. Just so you know.”

“As have you, Amber. As have you.”

Time passed too quickly. Heather had a to-do list three pages
long but she was doing her best to get through it. She had to
make one more trip to the house to make sure she wasn’t
forgetting anything important. She was only taking the basics
with her and Sophie had said she could store the rest of her
stuff in the garage.

She’d already filled out what felt like miles of paperwork to
get enrolled at USC. Because of an unexpected opening in a
class she wanted to take, she was going to be able to start



summer school in a few short weeks. She had her job lined up
and she’d spoken to the professor who would be renting out
the small apartment above her garage. Everything was coming
together.

Tuesday afternoon she ducked out of work early and drove
to the house. Maybe it was cowardly, but she wanted to go
through her room and get out before her mom got home from
work. Heather knew she was going to have to see her before
she left, but she wasn’t looking forward to it. There was no
way the conversation would go well.

That truth made her chest ache. She was going to be leaving
Blackberry Island and she wasn’t sure how long it would be
until she got back. She and Amber might not be speaking right
now, but they were still mother and daughter. Despite
everything, Heather knew she was going to miss her mom.

She wanted to tell her about getting into USC and what
Elliot had done and how great things were, only she couldn’t.
Not only weren’t they speaking, she wasn’t… Heather pressed
her lips together, not wanting to admit the truth, even to
herself. But there was no getting around it. There was a part of
her that knew Amber wouldn’t be happy for her. She would
want to know why something good wasn’t happening to her, as
well. She would resent her daughter’s opportunity.

Just as troubling, she wasn’t sure how Amber was going to
survive. How was she going to rent an apartment on her own
and pay the bills? She’d tried to talk to Sophie about it, but
Sophie had told her to go see Amber first, and then they would
discuss the problem. If there wasn’t a solution then Heather
would have to—

“Have to what?” she asked out loud. “Not go?”

She already knew the answer to that. She would be going
because she had a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to follow her
dream, to go to an amazing university and make something of
herself. If she didn’t leave now, she wouldn’t ever get away.

Her thoughts were still swirling when she pulled up in front
of the house. She got the empty boxes out of the backseat and



was halfway to the front door when she realized her mother’s
car was parked in the driveway.

Her heart sank. Why was her mom not at work?

She opened the front door and called out, “It’s me.”

“Heather?” Her mother walked in from the kitchen. “What
are you doing here?”

Not exactly the warm welcome she’d been hoping for. “I
wanted to stop by and go through my stuff one more time.”
She forced a smile and quickly thought of a lie. “I’m glad
you’re here, Mom. I was going to stop by later to talk to you.”

“Uh-huh. You’re here now because you thought I’d be at
work. You think you’re so smart, but I can read you like a
book. So when you do leave?”

Heather put down the boxes and stared at her. “You know?”

“Of course I know. I’m your mother. Very little happens in
your life that I’m not aware of.”

Heather was unable to read her expression. Amber wasn’t
happy but she didn’t seem angry, which was something.

“I’m leaving Saturday. I really was going to come by and
talk to you, Mom.” Just not tonight. She had been planning to
put it off as long as possible.

“I see. So just like that, you’re taking off. With no thought
for me or what I’m supposed to do.”

Heather felt herself starting to hunch up.

“You’ve always been selfish,” her mother continued. “I’m
not even surprised. Well, fine. Go off to some fancy college
and try to make something of yourself. I hope you appreciate
the opportunity that the rest of us didn’t have. I lost my life,
but sure, go off and leave me here to carry my belongings
around in a shopping cart. I hope that makes you happy.”

Heather’s throat closed. She tried to fight against the guilt
but it was too big, too overwhelming.

“Wh-what are you going to do?” she asked softly.



Amber glared at her. “Like you care.”

“Mom, that’s not fair. Of course I care. But I can’t stay here
just because you didn’t get to go to college. That’s not right
and you know it.”

“Don’t you tell me what’s right. Don’t you tell me anything.
I deserve to have opportunities, not you. I deserve a better life.
But I won’t be getting one, will I? I’ll be stuck here, on this
island, living in squalor. You’re just like your grandmother.
Selfish to the core. Well, good riddance.”

“Is that what you really think? Is that how little I mean to
you?”

Heather waited, knowing her mother’s response could go
either way. For a second Amber’s expression softened.
Heather took a step toward her only to stop when Amber
spoke.

“Get what you came for and leave.”

Heather thought about what was left in her room and
decided she didn’t need any of it. She was going to walk away
and never look back.

She squared her shoulders. “I never had a choice. I was born
into this family and made the best of a difficult situation. I’ve
taken care of you since I was sixteen and you’ve never once
thanked me. You could have decided to make things better, but
you didn’t. You see darkness instead of light and you can’t
imagine a point of view beyond your own. The only suffering
you care about is your own. I’m leaving on Saturday, Mom.
Don’t feel you have to come see me off. This is the perfect
goodbye.”

With that, she turned and walked out of the house. She
drove back to Sophie’s and let herself inside. Sophie wasn’t
home, so she sent her a quick text. She found Lily and Mrs.
Bennet sunning on the sofa. Heather curled up next to them
and gave in to tears. She cried for what she’d lost and what
she’d never had.

After a few minutes she felt both cats crawl onto her lap and
rub against her, their warm, purring bodies offering comfort



and the knowledge that, at least for the moment, she wasn’t
alone.

“Bryce is taking both the cat trees and the quilts,” Maggie
said. “I hate repeating myself, Sophie, but I get the feeling
you’re not listening.”

Sophie sighed. “I heard you. It’s great. I’m thrilled.”

“You could try showing it a little more. This is great news.
We’ll be in upscale boutiques across the country before the
holidays. This is just the beginning for us. That market has
incredible margins and we’re going to get a piece of it.”

“I’m really happy,” Sophie told her, trying to inject
enthusiasm into her voice. She was happy. Thrilled, even. The
company was doing well. Elliot’s campaigns were performing
above expectation. The packages were sailing out at record
rates. The CK bank balance was happily huge. She should be
delighted. And she was. Sort of.

“I’m unsettled,” she admitted.

Maggie raised her eyebrows. “Are you going to talk about
your personal life, because that is not anywhere I want to go.
No offense.”

Sophie grinned. “None taken. Thank you for a job well-
done. I appreciate all the hard work. You have lived up to your
reputation.”

“Yes, well, it was fun.” Maggie shuffled her papers, then
looked at Sophie. “We bought a house.”

“Really?”

“The kids love it here and Nelson has found a great job and
it seemed like the right thing to do.” Her mouth twisted. “I
can’t believe I’m two hours from the airport. It’s ridiculous.
But here we are.”

Sophie knew better than to gush—Maggie wasn’t the type
to appreciate that. “Check out Payne Field in Everett. They’re



getting more and more commercial flights and it will save you
the drive down to Sea-Tac. And congratulations on the house.”

“Thank you.”

Maggie excused herself and left. Sophie turned back to her
computer screen but even the happy numbers there couldn’t
capture her attention.

She told herself things were good. Kristine and Jaxsen had
figured things out and were back together. Kristine’s store was
opening in a few days. Heather was heading off to college on
Saturday. And speaking of Heather…

Sophie walked down the hall and into Heather’s tiny office.
Heather was busy, typing away, looking intense as she paused
to study her notes.

“When’s your last day?” Sophie asked.

Heather jumped, then laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t see you. I’m
trying to wrap up a few things before the end of the week. I
want to work as much as I can. You know, for the money.”

Which was very much like Heather. Sophie looked at her.
“You need to take a couple of days to get ready. I’ll pay you
through the end of the week, regardless.”

“No, I’d rather work. If I’m at home, I’ll just start obsessing
about things.”

Sophie took the only other chair in the room and sat down.
“You were in bed when I got home last night. How did it go
with your mom?”

Heather’s expression tightened. “It was fine.”

“You don’t look like it was fine.” Sophie’s stomach
tightened. “Did she say anything mean? Was she the least bit
friendly? Was she upset you were leaving?”

“Why all the questions?”

Too late Sophie realized she’d given too much away. “Um,
no reason. Just wondering if your mom is ever going to
change.”

“What did you do?”



“Me? Nothing.”

Heather stared at her. “Sophie, tell me. You know I’ll find
out eventually.”

Sophie briefly wondered if she could fake her way out of
the situation. She knew she could play the “you don’t need to
know” card, but that seemed out of keeping with their
relationship. Besides, Heather was right—she would find out
eventually.

“I want you to have this chance,” she said instead. “You’re
such a great kid and you’ve been dealing with your mom since
you were born and if you don’t get away, she’ll suck the life
out of you. Plus, I love you.”

“I love you, too. What did you do?”

“Not distracted by the glory that is you?”

Heather didn’t smile.

“Okay, fine. I bought her a condo. I’m covering the
expenses for the first year, then she’s on her own. But the
condition was she had to be nice to you about your leaving.”
Sophie winced, remembering her conversation with her
cousin. “I didn’t know she hadn’t been told about your leaving
for USC. That didn’t go well.”

Heather stood up, walked around her desk, then hugged
Sophie. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’ll pay you back, I
swear.”

“Hey, no paying me back. This was my decision. My
choice. Only me.” Well, Elliot and Dugan had been a big part
of her making up her mind, but why go into that. “Like I said,
I love you. I wanted to help you get away without worrying
about your mom.”

Heather straightened and returned to her chair. When she sat
down, she sighed. “You’re so good to me, Sophie. You and
Elliot and Kristine.” She smiled. “She’s taking me shopping
tomorrow. She says I have to have cool clothes if I’m going to
hang out in LA. Everyone is being so wonderful.”



And your mother? Is she being wonderful? Only in that
moment, Sophie realized she had her answer. Of course Amber
hadn’t been pleasant. It wasn’t in her nature. But making
Heather rat out her own mother only made things worse. The
kid had gone through enough. She was getting her chance and
that should be enough. Regardless of what had happened,
Sophie knew she wasn’t taking back the condo. Not because of
Amber, but because that would mean Heather was trapped
forever.

“What if you’re discovered?” Sophie asked, her voice
teasing. “Will you remember us when you’re a famous
actress?”

“Oh, please. That isn’t going to happen.” Her smile faded.
“About my mom…” she began.

Sophie stood and crossed to the door. “Don’t worry, kid. I
know she did what she did and that’s okay. I’m looking at the
bigger picture.” She started to walk out, then paused, feeling
more unnamed emotions swelling up inside her. She turned
back to Heather.

“Whatever happens, I’m always here for you. I’m a phone
call away. When the CK offices burned down, Kristine was on
the next flight out of Seattle. I’m making you the same
promise. If something happens, I’ll be there in a heartbeat. No
matter what it is.”

Heather’s eyes filled with tears. “I know. Thank you.”

Sophie waved and walked back toward her office. Once she
got there, she looked at her computer, then groaned. She just
couldn’t focus. She got her bag and walked out, swinging by
Tina’s desk to tell her she would be gone for a couple of hours.

It only took fifteen minutes to drive to Dugan’s house.
When she arrived, she marched up to the front door, only to
realize she had no idea what she was going to say.

“Take me to Paris” seemed like an option, except they’d
already talked about the south of France and didn’t that make
things too France-centric? Italy was a possibility. Or Hong
Kong. She’d always wanted to go to Hong Kong.



Just not today, she thought, ringing the bell. When he
answered, she narrowed her gaze. “What is this game you’re
playing? Are we a couple or not? What do you want from me
and why won’t you sleep with me?”

He stepped back to let her inside, but didn’t close the door.
Not exactly a promising beginning.

“You first,” he told her, his voice gentle. “You first, Sophie.
What do you want us to be? A couple? Friends with benefits?
Where do you see us short-term and long-term? Is there a
long-term?”

“I don’t know. Relationships aren’t my thing.”

One corner of his mouth turned up. That man, she thought,
trying not to be distracted by how good he looked.

“I figured that out the first day,” he said. “But here’s the
thing. I’m not willing to just be a convenience. I know you’re
comfortable being in charge and I’m okay with that—to a
point. I know you’re never going to want anything traditional.
You’re not the type to dream about getting married and having
kids. I can handle that. But for this to work, you have to be
willing to care about me.”

This was so much more information than she’d wanted.
She’d been hoping he would say he was just waiting for her to
ask for sex or something. Why did everything have to be so
touchy-feely? People said women were emotional creatures,
but they were wrong.

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” He put his hands on her
shoulders and turned her so she was facing the door, then gave
her a little push. When she was on the front porch, he spoke
again.

“I want more, Sophie. I want you to admit you’re in love
with me. That’s all. No commitment, no promise of forever.
Just that you love me. When you can say that, then I’ll seduce
you fifty ways to Sunday. But until then, no.”

She stood on the large front porch, staring at the front lawn,
her mind swirling and sputtering. Love him? Love him!



She spun to face him, opened her mouth only to realize the
man had already shut the door.

“That’s all?” she yelled. “Sure. Why not? Do you need a
kidney, too?” As if saying she loved him was no big deal. As if
she loved him at all. Because she didn’t. She couldn’t. Love
was hard. It left her vulnerable. She didn’t want love.

“I just wanted to get laid,” she grumbled as she made her
way to her car. “I hate men. All of them.” Love. As if. She
wasn’t good at relationships. How could he not know that?
Except for her immediate family, she had failed at pretty much
every relationship she’d had. She’d probably failed with her
family, too, only they were stuck with her.

She got in her car and looked back at the house. How could
he just say that? Love him. No. She couldn’t. She didn’t. She
wouldn’t. Of that she was sure.



Chapter Thirty-Two

Jaxsen set down his spoon and pushed his bowl of ice cream
away. His brow furrowed as he stared at her intently.

“What I hear you saying is that you think we should review
the family budget to see if there’s enough money for us to buy
the tent trailer I talked about before.”

Kristine nodded. “That is what I was saying.”

He looked at the printed page on the table as if trying to use
the format there to form his sentences. “That statement
confuses me. I’m happy to talk about the tent trailer, but I also
feel guilty because the last time I brought it up, we had a
fight.” He hesitated. “I was trying to get you to spend your
grandmother’s money. That makes me feel bad about myself.”

He swore under his breath. “I swear I can feel myself
growing breasts.”

She held in a giggle and glanced at the timer. “Only three
more minutes.”

They were working on their homework assignment after
their first therapy session. They were to talk about something
they’d fought about before, using the structure the therapist
had suggested.

“I don’t want you to feel bad about yourself,” she said,
looking at her own page. “I want you and the boys to have fun
together. That’s important to me. It makes me feel good about
us. I know you were trying to guilt me and I understand the
reasons. I don’t like the behavior but I separate that from who
you are as my husband.” She raised her gaze to his. “I feel
really awful that you thought I was saving the money to leave
you, Jaxsen. I would never do that.”

He reached out his hand and squeezed her fingers. “I know
that now.”

“I wish you’d known it before.”



The timer dinged.

“Hallelujah!” he said, pulling his bowl toward him. “The
homework is hard.”

“It is, but I’m glad we’re doing it. I know the way she wants
us to do stuff is awkward, but in time it will be easier and I
think it will help when we have a real fight.”

“We’re never going to fight again, baby. You know that.”

She grinned. “If only.”

He tilted his head. “The homework is done, the boys are all
at sleepovers and we have the rest of the evening to ourselves.
Let’s go upstairs and have some fun.”

She smiled. “I’d like that.”

He stood and circled around to her side of the table, then
pulled her to her feet. “What I hear you saying is you’re
interested in us making love.”

“That is what I’m saying.”

“This homework thing is starting to work for me.” He led
the way to the stairs. “Remember when we were on our
honeymoon and we got into the bathtub together? You were in
front and I did all kinds of things to you while you watched?”

“I remember everything about that night.”

“Good. Then let’s see if we can re-create it.”

She shivered at the thought of it, then grabbed his hand and
started up the stairs.

“Let’s!”

“I can’t believe you’re leaving,” Daphne admitted as she
helped carry boxes to the car.

Heather put one on the backseat, then took the second from
Daphne and shoved it beside the first.

“I can’t, either,” Heather said, knowing she couldn’t
possibly explain the overflow of emotions swirling around



inside her.

She looked around at the quiet neighborhood, not that
different from where she’d grown up. She knew every inch of
the island and still couldn’t comprehend that in two days she
would be in Los Angeles, moving into her new apartment. A
few weeks after that she would take her first class at USC. It
was equally miraculous and terrifying.

Daphne linked arms with her. “So I’m thinking of going to
grad school. I have no idea what I want to do with myself
when I graduate and the parents would be thrilled for me to
continue my education. Especially my dad. You know he’s all
about higher learning.”

“An MBA?” Heather asked. “Or law school?”

Daphne rolled her eyes. “Law school? No and no. Definitely
an MBA, so here’s the thing. USC has one of the best MBA
programs in the country. I’ll be done in two years and when
that happens, you’ll still have two years to go. I could get my
MBA there. We could share a house and you know, hang out.”

Heather had been dealing with a series of highs and lows
over the past couple of weeks. She knew she was a mess and
everything was too close to the surface, so she wasn’t
surprised that she wanted to throw herself at Daphne and burst
into tears.

She managed to keep herself together enough to say, “You’d
want to do that?”

“Of course. It would be fun. I love UW but I’m ready to try
something new. Plus, in third grade you and I did a pinkie
swear that we’d go to the same college. We need to make that
happen.”

Daphne hugged her. “I’m going to miss you so much, but
going away is good for you. You’ll have a little time between
summer school and the fall semester starting. I’ll drive down
and we can hang out. Plus, I can see the campus.” She grinned.
“The parents love it when I do research and show how
responsible I am.”



“Thank you,” Heather whispered, wanting to say so much
more but unable to find the words. She knew Daphne’s offer
was not a throwaway comment. Her friend was the type who
got things done. If Daphne decided she wanted to get her
MBA from USC, she would make it happen.

They finished loading the car, then said their final goodbyes
and Daphne left. Heather had already been by to see Gina,
who was deeply in the promise that was baby number two. She
and Quincy were house hunting and moving forward with their
lives.

Heather went inside to make sure she hadn’t forgotten
anything. Sophie joined her, standing in the doorway to the
guest bedroom.

“You doing okay?”

Heather nodded. “I’m excited.”

“But scared,” Sophie said.

“Yes, that, too. Everything happened so fast.”

Sophie leaned against her door frame. “You don’t have to do
this if you don’t want to. You can stay here.”

“No, that’s not an option.” Leaving might be uncomfortable,
but there was no way she was going to stay here.

“Just checking.” She walked into the room and sat on the
bed, then patted the space next to her. When Heather was
settled, Sophie continued.

“I’m really proud of you. Leaving isn’t easy, even when it’s
the right thing to do. Your relationship with your mother is
complicated. Parents can make things better and worse and
often do both at the same time.”

Heather nodded. “She’s not going to come say goodbye.”

“Asking or telling?”

Heather thought about the last conversation she’d had with
her mother, how Amber would always resent her own
daughter’s opportunity and success. She didn’t doubt Amber



loved her, but the feeling was always mitigated by Amber’s
own demons.

“Telling,” she said softly.

Sophie put her arm around her. “So here’s the thing. Amber
always twists reality to suit her purposes. There’s a better than
even chance that by the time you come back for Christmas
break, she will have rewritten history. Kristine and I have been
talking about planting a few seeds—you know, to smooth
things out between you.”

“Like what?”

Sophie grinned. “We’re going to tell her how much she
must miss you and how brave she is for letting you go. Later,
we’ll talk about how she always wanted you to get away and
how we admire that about her. It may not work, but we’re
going to give it a try.”

Because they loved her and wanted the best for her, Heather
thought. “Thank you. Only you don’t have to rush. I don’t
know if I’ll be coming back for Christmas. I don’t know how
long our break is and with the mountain passes between here
and there, I’m not sure about driving. Plus, I would be missing
work.”

Sophie raised her eyebrows. “Young lady, you are so
coming back here. I will send you a ticket and you will get
your ass on a plane. Is that clear?”

Heather’s throat got tight as she nodded. “You’re really
good to me, Sophie. Thank you. You’ve always been good to
us. You bought the condo for my mom and I know that when
Kristine and Jaxsen were buying their first home, you helped
with the down payment. You’re a generous person.”

Sophie shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not. I’m difficult and
opinionated and right now I’m dating a guy who makes me
insane. But I do love you and I want you to be happy.”

She pulled an envelope from her back pocket. “Your
grandmother sent this. I happen to know it’s to help you out
with school.”



Heather threw herself at Sophie and hung on tight. “Thank
you.”

“You’re welcome. Now get going. You have a long drive
ahead of you. Text me when you get to the hotel, okay?”

“I will. I promise.”

They stood. Heather looked around the room one last time
before heading for the front door. She paused to pet Mrs.
Bennet and Lily before walking to her car.

As she pulled out onto the street, she thought about
swinging by to see her mom, but knew there was no point.
Amber wouldn’t appreciate the gesture and the odds of them
getting into a conversation that would upset them both seemed
incredibly high. There would be plenty of time for talking
later.

She drove to the main road, then went east until she reached
the bridge separating the island from the mainland. Once
across the Sound, she merged onto I5, heading south. She was
about twelve hundred miles from her destination and the next
chapter of her life.

“I’m going to be okay,” she whispered, the words as much a
promise as an encouragement.

The sun peeked out from behind clouds. Heather slipped on
her sunglasses and smiled. She had no idea what was going to
happen next, but one thing she did know for sure—she’d
escaped. For better or worse, she was going down a different
path and whatever happened, she was happy and grateful.

“Everything is perfect,” Sophie said, adjusting a couple of
mugs on open shelves. “The whole space is beautiful.” She
glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Which is good,
because otherwise your new store would feel bad about not
being the prettiest one in the room. You’re glowing.”

Kristine sat on a stool by the front door and took it all in.
The gleaming floors, the fresh paint on the walls, the display
cases, the coffee carafes, mugs and plates and to-go bags and



boxes, the little bistro tables and chairs for those who wanted
to linger.

In the kitchen the oven happily baked dozens of cookies at a
time. She had brownies cooling, a banner announcing the
grand opening in the morning and two hundred and twelve
new orders from her website.

“I’m happy,” she said simply.

“I can tell.” Sophie pulled up another stool and sat. “Things
are good at home?”

Kristine thought of the counseling sessions and how Jaxsen
was doing his best to be different. She was working on that, as
well, but she had a feeling it was a little easier for her. She’d
always been the one to adapt.

Still, his effort thrilled her. He was helping more with the
boys and together they’d revised the chore list for everyone.
Jaxsen had insisted they hire a cleaning service to go through
the house once every two weeks, freeing her of the task. Ruth
had surprised her by asking if she could work in the store on
weekends. Apparently, Paul wasn’t thrilled, but he was
keeping his grumbles to himself. Ruth was already talking
about using her salary to help pay for a girls’ weekend away
with two of her friends.

“It’s working,” Kristine said happily. “All of it. I’m putting
in ten-hour days, but I’m loving it. Jaxsen is handling dinner
two nights a week. It’s just takeout or rotisserie chicken, but
that’s okay. Tommy has been looking at cooking videos online
and has already made chili in the Crock-Pot.”

“You might have a budding chef in the works,” Sophie
teased.

“I might. Or at the very least, the promise of a grateful
daughter-in-law when she discovers the man of her dreams
knows how to cook.” Kristine smiled at her cousin. “You
talked to Jaxsen, didn’t you?”

Sophie shook her head. “I have no idea what you’re talking
about.”



“He must have come to see you while we were apart. You
told him to stop being a jerk.” She smiled. “Or something like
that.”

“Not me.”

“There’s no way Jaxsen came to his senses on his own. I
love him with all my heart, but that’s not his way. You don’t
have to say anything, but thank you.”

“I still don’t have any idea what you’re going on about, so
whatever.”

Kristine laughed. “You’ll never change, will you? You’re so
warm and loving, yet you can’t take a compliment or accept a
thank-you. Why is that?”

“I have no idea.” Sophie’s mouth twisted as her shoulders
slumped. “I’m just not like everyone else.”

An unexpected shift in conversation, Kristine thought,
leaning forward. “What’s wrong? Is it Amber? I thought she
quit.”

“It’s not Amber. It’s me. I’m so far from normal. It’s hard
for me sometimes.”

“Soph, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Sophie growled. “Dugan. He’s making me crazy. You know
he won’t sleep with me anymore.”

“What? No way. He’s crazy about you. He watches you
during Tai Chi.”

“Just so he can yell at me about my lack of form.”

“He never yells. He adores you. I think he’s in love with
you.”

Sophie shifted in her chair. “I don’t know. Maybe. No. He’s
not. It’s just…” She opened her mouth, then closed it. “When I
found out who he was—the previous business success and
everything, I totally freaked out. I told him I couldn’t have sex
with him anymore because it was too weird.”

“You’d do it with a beach bum but not a successful
businessman? Okay, I’m sorry to have to say this, but you’re



totally twisted.”

“I know, right? Then I kind of figured out what he was
saying was right and I stepped back and let people do their
thing and it’s going better. I’ve even stopped putting up my
sticky notes.”

“What sticky notes?”

Sophie brushed away the question. “It’s not important. My
point is, I’m fine now, but he’s being difficult. He said he’s not
putting out until I admit I’m in love with him.”

Kristine burst out laughing. She knew it wasn’t the most
supportive thing to do but she couldn’t help it. Her successful,
hardworking, determined cousin had finally, finally met her
match.

“Good for him.”

“What?” Sophie glared at her. “That’s not supportive.”

“No, but it’s honest. I’m thinking Dugan’s the first guy
you’ve ever met who’s willing to call you on your crap.”

“Which is not funny. This is serious.” Sophie looked out the
window. “I’m not like you. I don’t want to get married and
have kids.”

“I think we’re all clear on that.”

“But what if I want Dugan and I can’t have him?”

“That’s not what he’s saying. Of course you can have him.
He’s telling you exactly how to make that happen.”

“Sure, love. And then what?”

“He doesn’t want to marry you.”

Sophie shook her head. “You’re just saying that to make me
feel better. You can’t know that. What if I tell him I love him
and then he proposes?”

“He won’t. He knows you. Have you ever discussed having
kids?”

“I told him I didn’t want to.”

“And what did he say?”



“That he was fine with it.”

Kristine smiled. “But you can’t believe him?”

“Men are known liars.”

“Now you’re just looking for trouble. What are you so
scared of?”

As soon as she asked the question, Kristine wanted to call it
back. She knew exactly what terrified Sophie—it had since her
mother was unexpectedly killed and her whole world came
crashing down on her. People who loved you broke your heart.
Kristine knew she was one of a very few exceptions to the
rule.

“Sorry,” she said quickly. “Let me rephrase that. Dugan’s
not going to take your money or lie to you or walk away. I
won’t say he isn’t going to hurt you because he probably will.
That’s what happens in a relationship. No one is perfect so
every now and then someone gets hurt. But you know what?
You learn from your mistakes and you keep moving forward
and it gets better.”

Sophie didn’t look convinced. “I don’t want to love him.”

“Really?”

“I’m afraid to love him.”

“That I know to be true.”

“Did I mention I’m not like you?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t do normal.”

“No one wants you to.” She paused. “Bear probably does,
but I’m guessing he’s given up on it by now. Sophie, Dugan’s
a great guy. You’d be a fool not to take a chance on him and
while I know you have many flaws, being foolish isn’t one of
them.”

“I’m so scared he’ll propose.”

“What if he doesn’t? What if he just wants to love you for
you?”



“Unlikely.”

“That is such an Amber thing to say.”

Sophie winced. “Now you’re just being mean.”

“I’m telling it like it is. This October, when the kids are in
school, let’s fly down to LA and spend the weekend with
Heather. You can buy the airline tickets but we’ll split the
hotel.”

“I’d like that. I’ll pay for the hotel, too, but we’ll split the
meals.” Sophie raised a shoulder. “I’m actually very well-off.”

Kristine smiled. “Are you?”

“Yes, and in a couple of years, you’re going to be well-off,
too.” Her smile turned mischievous. “By the time that
happens, Amber’s going to need a new car. Good luck with
that.”

Kristine grinned. “Unlike you, I have the backbone to tell
her no.”

“Oh, please. You’ll cave in two seconds. She’ll start in on
how her hips hurt and how sad her life is and you’re realize it
is sad and then you’ll feel guilty and before you know it,
you’ll be at the car lot discussing which one she likes better.”

“I hate it when you’re right.”

“Then you hate it a lot.”

Kristine laughed. “I love you, Sophie Lane.”

Sophie hugged her. “I love you more. Thank you for being
my family.”

“Always. Now about that engagement party.”

“Bitch!”

Kristine laughed.

Sunday morning Sophie got up early. Not that she’d slept the
night before. How could she? There was too much on her
mind.



Dugan was so annoying, she thought resentfully as she took
care of Lily and Mrs. Bennet. Both girls were heading into the
vet on Monday. With the kittens all gone, Sophie wanted to get
them spayed so they could get on with their happy lives.

As she drank her coffee, she thought that she was going to
have to do something about her living arrangements. She
didn’t want to stay in her rental forever. There was plenty of
room, but she wanted something permanent. Plus, she wanted
to build an outdoor “cat room” for the girls. Something with
plants and perches where they could enjoy sunny days while
safely contained.

There was that side yard at Dugan’s, she thought idly. It
would be—

“No,” she said out loud. “No rearranging the man’s
furniture.” She reminded herself she hated when women did
that. It was his house. They weren’t even sleeping together. If
she wanted a different place, she would find one for herself
and buy it like a normal person. She did not need a man to
make her complete or provide housing. What was next? His
and hers towels? She shuddered at the thought.

But now that she’d thought of Dugan, she couldn’t unthink
of him, which she didn’t like. She showered and paced
through the house, watching the clock. The grand opening was
at eleven and she wanted to be there for that. It was barely
eight, which left her plenty of time. She could head into the
office for a couple of hours of work or she could settle the
damn problem once and for all.

Not that she knew how to do that. Or what to say. He was
trying to force his will on her and she saw no reason to reward
that. So no, she wasn’t going to go see him. Only… Only…

“Dammit!”

She headed for her car and drove across the island, then
parked in front of his house. Before she could figure out what
she was going to say or if it would be better to simply drive to
the warehouse and move around some pallets with the forklift,
she noticed there was some kind of wooden frame on the side



of the house. What was he doing? The house was already
huge. Was the man adding on?

Her body went cold. What if it was something like a kids’
playroom with toys and pinball machines and other loud,
annoying crap? What if it was some creepy unicorn pink
monstrosity for a little girl? What if Dugan had lied about not
wanting children?

She hurried to the front door, which opened just as she
arrived. Dugan stood there, looking really good in jeans and a
T-shirt. His expression was more bemused than surprised.

“Sophie.”

She pushed past him and turned in the foyer. “No children.”

“You mentioned that before.”

“I mean it. No unicorns, no pinball machines. I don’t want
to do that. I love running my business. I’m good at it. I have
no desire to procreate.”

“I said I was okay with that.”

“Yeah, you say that now but what happens when your DNA
starts pushing you to have a baby? Then what? I won’t do it
and you’ll leave me and it will be horrible, so why even try to
do this? What’s the point? It’s just a disaster waiting to
happen. Why can’t you see that?”

“Anything else?”

He sounded so calm, she thought, wishing she could punch
him in the stomach and have it hurt. Maybe she should be
lifting weights instead of doing that stupid Tai Chi every damn
Sunday morning like some grass-eating she-didn’t-know-what,
but something.

“I don’t want to get married. I’m not a wedding person and I
know marriage isn’t about a wedding, but that’s how they start
and I don’t like it.”

He smiled. “You don’t care if you’re married or not. You’re
worried about me taking all your money. Your heart says I
wouldn’t but your head is less sure. Plus, you know I’m
smarter than Mark, which scares you. I think a strong prenup



would take care of your concerns, but I can live without being
married.”

He smiled at her. “Don’t you get it? I don’t want to take
anything from you and I don’t want to make you do anything
you don’t want to do. I want you, Sophie. I want your work
obsession, your love of cats, your prickly exterior and your
giant sticky notes. I want you grumbling how you hate the
world all the while you’re buying Amber a condo so Heather
can get on with her life.”

“You’re the one who told me to do it,” she grumbled.

“Yes, but not a beautiful, waterfront unit. You could have
bought something a lot cheaper, but you didn’t. Because you
couldn’t help yourself. You’re a good person.”

“Don’t say that.”

He laughed. “You are. You’re smart and sexy and every
time you walk in the room, my heart beats faster.”

“You should probably get that looked at.”

“I probably should. I love you, Sophie. I don’t want to
change you. I just want to be with you.”

“What’s that thing you’re building on the side of the house?
You said you didn’t want kids, so why make the house
bigger?”

“It’s the cat room you were talking about before. It’s for
Mrs. Bennet and Lily and all the other cats you’re going to
drag home.”

“I was just thinking about that. You should have put it on
the other side of the house. It wouldn’t be so visible.”

“Maybe, but this side gets more sun and cats like that.”

Her legs trembled and she had the thought that she was
going to collapse in a heap right there on the hardwood floors.
This couldn’t be happening.

“You’re too perfect,” she whispered.

“No, Sophie. But I’m perfect for you. That’s the whole
point. I’ve been looking for you for a long time and now that



I’ve found you, I don’t want to let go. But you have to be
willing to join me or it doesn’t mean anything.”

Be brave. The words were whispered inside her head. She
wasn’t sure where they were coming from, but she knew they
were true. Be brave. Take a chance. If this was about the
business, she would do the research, get as much information
as possible, then jump without once looking back.

But love was a lot more terrifying. The truth was, she
wasn’t very good at it. She never had been. She was good at
CK Industries—although Dugan had shown her she could be
better. Well, Dugan and Bear and Maggie and Elliot.

“I’m scared,” she admitted.

“I know. Me, too. You can still break my heart.”

“I don’t want to.”

He didn’t say anything. She supposed he’d already said it
all.

She swallowed. “I love you.” She cleared her throat and
said it again. “I love you. A lot. More than I’ve loved anyone,
which I really don’t like. It scares me.”

“I’m scared, too.”

“Okay, so we’re both in love and we’re both scared. Now
what?”

He moved close and lightly touched her face. “We establish
ground rules. No kids, no wedding, but we’re in a committed
monogamous relationship.”

She pressed her hands to his chest. He felt warm and strong
and safe and she needed a little safe in her life.

“I can do that.”

“Good.” He smiled. “I’d like you to move in, but if you’d
rather buy a house of your own, I can move there.”

“Why would I want to do that? You’re building me an
outdoor cat room.”

“Um, Sophie? The cat room’s not for you.”



She laughed, then flung her arms around him and hung on.
“I love you, Dugan. Thank you for being patient with me.”

“Always.” He took her hand in his and started for the
bedroom. “What time’s the grand opening?”

“Eleven.”

“Excellent. That gives us just enough time.”

As they walked into the master, she smiled. “You’re really
not going to propose?”

“I’m not.”

“You’re the best boyfriend ever.”

“That’s what I hear.”

When he reached for her, she stepped into his embrace.
Because being with Dugan was right where she belonged.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Sophie felt that she was the only person she

could truly rely on, especially when it came to

her business. What happened in her past to

make her feel that way? How did that hold

her back, prevent her from taking

Clandestine Kitty to the next level? What

lesson did she need to learn? What happened

in the story to teach her that lesson?

2. Mallery has said that because she didn’t ever

write from Amber’s point of view, she never

truly knew whether Amber believed

everything she was saying, or whether she

was putting on an act in order to manipulate

her family. What do you think, and why?

3. When women are young, many have a

tendency to overaccommodate. A woman

sometimes sublimates her needs to others’—

husband, kids, friends. Then when she gets

older and wiser and realizes that she has as

much right to a fulfilling life as they do, she

has to renegotiate her relationships, which

can be stressful to all parties. How did

Mallery capture that in this story? In the

disagreement between Kristine and Jaxsen,

whose side were you on and why?

4. How did you feel when Ruth, Kristine’s

mother-in-law, gave Kristine some start-up

money? Why do you think she did that? What

message did that scene convey about Ruth’s

relationship with her own husband?

5. At the beginning of the book, Heather was

working her tail off, but not making progress.



It’s like she was trying to ride a bicycle uphill

without the chain engaged. How were

Heather’s actions and decisions leading her

toward living the same sort of life as her

mother—without success and filled with

regret? What happened to make her change

direction? Do you think there’s any hope that

Amber can still change her life? Why or why

not? Do you think she wants to?

6. Both Sophie’s relationship with Dugan and

Kristine’s relationship with Jaxsen had a lot to

say about equality—not gender equality,

necessarily, but a relationship of equals

regardless of gender. Discuss. How important

is balance in romance?

7. When Mallery first got the idea for this book,

it centered around the theme of ambition. In

American popular culture, ambition,

especially in women, is sometimes conflated

with greed, giving it a negative connotation.

Mallery wanted to explore the positive side of

ambition. How did she do that in each of the

three story lines? Is a woman wrong to be

ambitious? Is there any such thing as “too

ambitious,” and if so, where is that line? Can

a woman have it all? Can a man? If Jaxsen

hadn’t come around, do you think that

Kristine would have sacrificed her marriage in

order to fulfill her professional ambitions?

Why or why not? Would she have been right

to do so? Why or why not? How did Amber

reinforce the theme of ambition? How did

Dugan?

8. There are two pivotal scenes in this book

when the only thing that really changed was

a character’s perception—and yet, that



change of perception changed everything.

Discuss perception as it relates to these two

scenes, and how things changed as a result:

a. Sophie finds out about Dugan’s

past.

b. Kristine discovers that Jaxsen

wasn’t just cooling off at his parents’

house; in his heart, he had left her.

9. Were you surprised by the ending? How so,

and what did you think was going to happen?



The Friendship List
by Susan Mallery

Chapter One

“I should have married money,” Ellen Fox said glumly.
“That would have solved all my problems.”

Unity Leandre, her best friend, practically since birth, raised
her eyebrows. “Because that was an option so many times and
you kept saying no?”

“It could have been. Maybe. If I’d ever, you know, met a
rich guy I liked and wanted to marry.”

“Wouldn’t having him want to marry you be an equally
important part of the equation?”

Ellen groaned. “This is not a good time for logic. This is a
good time for sympathy. Or giving me a winning lottery ticket.
We’ve been friends for years and you’ve never once given me
a winning lottery ticket.”

Unity picked up her coffee and smiled. “True, but I did give
you all my pony rides when we celebrated our eighth birthdays
together.”

A point she would have to concede, Ellen thought to herself.
With their birthdays so close together, they’d often had shared
parties. The summer they’d turned eight, Unity’s mom had
arranged for pony rides at a nearby farm. Unity had enjoyed
herself, but Ellen had fallen in love with scruffy Mr. Peepers,
the crabby old pony who carried them around the paddock. At
Ellen’s declaration of affection for the pony, Unity had handed
over the rest of her ride tickets, content to watch Ellen on Mr.
Peepers’s wide back.

“You were wonderful about the pony rides,” Ellen said
earnestly. “And I love that you were so generous. But right
now I really need a small fortune. Nothing overwhelming. Just
a tasteful million or so. In return, I’ll give back the rides on
Mr. Peepers.”
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Unity reached across the kitchen table and touched Ellen’s
arm. “He really wants to go to UCLA?”

Ellen nodded, afraid if she spoke, she would whimper. After
sucking in a breath, she managed to say, “He does. Even with
a partial scholarship, the price is going to kill me. I went
online just to check it out.” She braced herself for the ugly
reality. “Out-of-state costs, including room and board, are
about sixty-four thousand dollars.” Ellen felt her heart skip a
beat, and not out of excitement. “A year. A year! I don’t even
bring home that much after taxes. Who has that kind of
money? If he was a California resident, it would be about half
that, but still. It might as well be a million dollars.”

Unity nodded. “Okay, now marrying money makes sense.”

“I don’t have a lot of options.” Ellen pressed her hand to her
chest and told herself she wasn’t having a heart attack. “You
know I’d do anything for Coop and I’ll figure this out, but
those numbers are terrifying. I have to start buying lottery
scratchers and get a second job.” She looked at Unity. “How
much do you think they make at Starbucks? I could work
nights.”

Unity, five inches taller, with long straight blond hair,
grabbed her hands. “Last month it was the University of
Oklahoma, and the month before that, he wanted to go to
Notre Dame. Cooper has changed his mind a dozen times and
he’s going to keep changing his mind. Wait until you go look
at colleges this summer and he figures out what he really
wants, then see who offers the best financial aid before you
panic.” Her mouth curved up in a smile. “No offense, Ellen,
but I’ve tasted your coffee. You shouldn’t be working
anywhere near a Starbucks.”

“Very funny.” Ellen squeezed her hands. “You’re right. He’s
barely seventeen. He won’t technically be a senior until
September. I have time. And I’m saving money every month,
just like I have been.”

It was how she’d been raised, she thought. To be practical,
to take responsibility. If only her parents had thought to
mention marrying for money.



“After our road trip, he may decide he wants to go to the
University of Washington after all, and that would solve all my
problems.”

Not just the money ones, but the loneliness ones, she
thought wistfully. Because after eighteen years of them being a
team, her nearly grown-up baby boy was going to leave her.

“Stop,” Unity said. “You’re getting sad. I can see it.”

“I hate that you know me so well.”

“No, you don’t.”

Ellen sighed. “No, I don’t, but you’re annoying.”

“You’re more annoying.”

They smiled at each other.

Unity stood, all five foot ten of her, and stretched. “I have to
get going. You have young minds to mold and I have a
backed-up kitchen sink to deal with, followed by a gate repair
and something with a vacuum. The message wasn’t clear.” She
looked at Ellen. “You going to be okay?”

Ellen nodded. “I’m fine. You’re right. Coop will change his
mind fifteen more times. I’ll wait until it’s a sure thing, then
have my breakdown.”

“See. You always have a plan.”

They walked to the front door. Ellen’s mind slid back to the
ridiculous cost of college.

“Any of those old people you help have money?” she asked.
“For the right price, I could be a trophy wife.”

Unity shook her head. “You’re thirty-four. The average
resident of Silver Pines is in their seventies.”

“Marrying money would still solve all my problems.”

Unity hugged her, hanging on tight for an extra second.
“You’re a freak.”

“I’m a momma bear with a cub.”

“Your cub is six foot three. It’s time to stop worrying.”



“That will never happen.”

“Which is why I love you. Talk later.”

Ellen smiled. “Have a good one. Avoid spiders.”

“Always.”

When Unity had driven away, Ellen returned to the kitchen,
where she quickly loaded the dishwasher, then packed her
lunch. Cooper had left before six that morning. He was doing
some end-of-the-school-year fitness challenge. Something
about running and Ellen wasn’t sure what. To be honest, when
he went on about his workouts, it was really hard not to tune
him out. Especially when she had things like tuition to worry
about.

“Not anymore today,” she said out loud. She would worry
again in the morning. Unity was right—Cooper was going to
keep changing his mind. Their road trip to look at colleges was
only a few weeks away. After that they would narrow the list
and he would start to apply. Only then would she know the
final number and have to figure out how to pay for it.

Until then she had plenty to keep her busy. She was giving
pop quizzes in both fourth and sixth periods, and she wanted
to update her year-end tests for her two algebra classes. She
needed to buy groceries and put gas in the car and go by the
library to get all her summer reading on the reserve list.

As she finished her morning routine and drove to the high
school where she taught, Ellen thought about Cooper and the
college issue. While she was afraid she couldn’t afford the
tuition, she had to admit it was a great problem to have.
Seventeen years ago, she’d been a terrified teenager about to
be a single mom, with nothing between her and living on the
streets except incredibly disappointed and angry parents who
had been determined to make her see the error of her ways.

Through hard work and determination, she’d managed to
pull herself together—raise Cooper, go to college, get a good
job, buy a duplex and save money for her kid’s education. Yay
her.



But it sure would have been a lot easier if she’d simply
married someone with money.

“How is it possible to get a C minus in Spanish?” Coach Keith
Kinne asked, not bothering to keep his voice down. “Half the
population in town speaks Spanish. Hell, your sister’s husband
is Hispanic.” He glared at the strapping football player
standing in front of him. “Luka, you’re an idiot.”

Luka hung his head. “Yes, Coach.”

“Don’t yes, Coach me. How does that help? You knew this
was happening—you’ve known for weeks. And did you do
anything? Did you ask for help? Did you tell me?”

“No, Coach.”

Keith thought about strangling the kid, but he wasn’t sure he
could physically wrap his hands around the teen’s thick neck.
He swore silently, knowing they were where they were and
now he had to fix things—like he always did with his students.

“You know the rules,” he pointed out. “To play on any
varsity team, you have to get a C plus or better in every class.
Did you think the rules didn’t apply to you?”

Luka, nearly six-five and two hundred and fifty pounds,
slumped even more. “I thought I was doing okay.”

“Really? So you’d been getting better grades on your tests?”

“Not exactly.” He raised his head, his expression miserable.
“I thought I could pull up my grade at the last minute.”

“How did that plan work out?”

“No bueno.”
Keith glared at him. “You think this is funny?”

“No, Coach.”

Keith shook his head. “You know there isn’t a Spanish
summer school class. That means we’re going to have to find
an alternative.”



Despite his dark skin, Luka went pale. “Coach, don’t send
me away.”

“No one gets sent away.” Sometimes athletes went to other
districts that had a different summer curriculum. They stayed
with other families and focused on their studies.

“I need to stay with my family. My mom understands me.”

“It would be better for all of us if she understood Spanish.”
Keith glared at the kid. “I’ll arrange for an online class. You’ll
get a tutor to make sure you stay on track. You will report to
me twice a week, bringing me updates until you pass the
class.” He sharpened his gaze. “With an A.”

Luka took a step back. “Coach, no! An A? I can’t.”

“Not with that attitude.”

“But, Coach—”

“You knew the rules and you broke them. You could have
come to me for help early on, when you figured out your
grades were slipping. You know I’m always here for any of
my students, but did you think about that or did you decide
you were fine on your own?”

“I decided I was fine on my own,” Luka mumbled.

“Exactly. And deciding on your own is not how teams work.
You go it alone and you fail.”

Tears filled Luka’s eyes. “Yes, Coach.”

Keith pointed to the door. Luka shuffled out. Keith sank into
his chair. He’d been hard on the kid, but he needed to get the
message across. Grades mattered. He was willing to help
whenever he could, but he had to be told what was going on.
He had a feeling Luka thought because he was a star athlete,
he was going to get special treatment. Maybe somewhere else,
but not here. Forcing Luka to get an A sent a message to
everyone who wanted to play varsity sports.

He’d barely turned to his computer when one of the
freshman boys stuck his head in the office. “Coach Kinne!
Coach Kinne! There’s a girl crying in the weight room.”



Keith silently groaned as he got up and jogged to the weight
room, hoping he was about to deal with something simple, like
a broken arm or a concussion. He knew what to do for those
kinds of things. Anything that was more emotional, honest to
God, terrified him.

He walked into the weight room and found a group of guys
huddled together. A petite, dark-haired girl he didn’t know sat
on a bench at the far end, her hands covering her face, her sobs
audible in the uneasy silence.

He looked at the guys. “She hurt?”

They shifted their weight and shook their heads. Damn. So
it wasn’t physical. Why didn’t things ever go his way?

“Any of you responsible for whatever it is?” he asked.

More shaken heads with a couple of guys ducking out.

Keith pointed to the door so the rest of them left, then
returned his attention to the crying girl. She was small and
looked young. Maybe fifteen. Not one of his daughter’s
friends—he knew all of them. No one in sports—he knew
them, too.

He approached the teen, trying to look friendly rather than
menacing, then sat on a nearby bench.

“Hey,” he said softly. “I’m Coach Kinne.”

She sniffed and looked at him. Her eyes were red, her skin
pale. “I know who you are.”

“What’s going on?” Don’t be pregnant, don’t be pregnant,
he chanted silently.

More tears spilled down her cheeks. “I’m pregnant. The
father is Dylan. Only, he says he’s not, and I can’t tell my m-
mom because she’ll be so mad and he said he l-loved me.”

And just like that Keith watched his Monday fall directly
into the crapper.



Keith left work exactly at three fifteen. He would be returning
to his office to finish up paperwork, supervise a couple of
workouts and review final grades for athletes hovering on the
edge of academic problems. But first, he had pressing personal
business.

He drove the two short miles to his house, walked inside
and headed directly for his seventeen-year-old daughter’s
room.

Lissa looked up from her laptop when he entered, her smile
fading as she figured out he was in a mood. Despite the
attitude, she was a beauty. Long dark hair, big brown eyes.
Damn it all to hell—why couldn’t he have an ugly daughter
who no guy would look twice at?

“Hi, Dad,” she said, sounding wary. “What’s up?”

“Spot check.”

She rolled her eyes. “Seriously? There is something wrong
with you. I heard what happened at school today. It’s not my
fault. I’m not dumb enough to date a guy like Dylan, who
would tell a tree stump he loved it if it would have sex with
him. I’m not sleeping with anyone and I’m not pregnant. I told
you—I’m not ready to have sex, as in I’m still a virgin. You’re
obsessed. Would you feel better if I wore a chastity belt?”

“Yes, but you won’t. I’ve asked.”

“Da-ad. Why are you like this? Pregnancy isn’t the worst
thing that could happen. I could be sick and dying. Wouldn’t
that be terrible?”

“You can’t win this argument with logic. I’m irrational. I
accept that. But I’m also the parent, so you have to deal with
me being irrational.”

He pointed to her bathroom. She sighed the long-suffering
sigh of those cursed with impossible fathers and got up. He
followed her to the doorway and watched as she pulled a small
plastic container out of the bathroom drawer and opened it.

Relief eased the tension in his body. Pills were missing. The
right number of pills.



“You are a nightmare father,” his daughter said, shoving the
pills back in the drawer. “I can’t wait until I’m eighteen and I
can get the shot instead of having to take birth control pills.
Then you’ll only bug me once every few months.”

“I can’t wait, either.”

“It’s not like I even have a boyfriend.”

“You could be talking to someone online.”

Her annoyance faded as she smiled at him. “Dad, only one
of us in this house does the online dating thing and it’s not
me.”

“I don’t online date.”

“Fine. You pick up women online, then go off and have sex
with them for the weekend. It’s gross. You should fall in love
with someone you’re not embarrassed to bring home to meet
me.”

“I’m not embarrassed. I just don’t want complications.”

“But you do want to have sex. It’s yucky.”

“Then why are we talking about it?” He pulled her close and
hugged her, then kissed the top of her head. “Sorry, Lissa. I
can’t help worrying about you.”

She looked up at him. “Dad, I’m taking my pills every day.
Not that it matters, because I’m not having sex. I’m not. I’ve
barely kissed a guy. Having you as my father makes it really
difficult to date. Guys don’t want to mess with you and risk
being beat up.”

“Good.”

She smiled even as she hit him in the arm. “You’re
repressing my emotional growth.”

“Just don’t get pregnant.”

“You need to find a more positive message. How about ‘Be
your best self’?”

“That, too. Gotta go.”

“I’m having dinner with Jessie tonight. Remember?”



“No problem. Be home by ten.”

He got back in his truck, but before starting the engine, he
quickly texted Ellen. I need a couple of beers and a

friendly ear. You around tonight?

The response came quickly. Only if you bring fried

chicken. I have beer and ice cream.

You’re on. See you at six.

Ellen couldn’t figure out why a six-foot-five-inch, seventeen-
year-old guy crying bothered her more than pretty much any
teenage girl crying. Was it reverse sexual discrimination?
Because boys cried less often, their tears had more value? Was
it the sheer size of Luka juxtaposed with the implied
vulnerability of tears? As she was unlikely to figure out an
answer, she decided to ignore the question.

“Luka, you’re going to be fine,” she said, reaching up to pat
the teen on his shoulder as Cooper hovered nearby. “You’ll
take the online Spanish class and you’ll do great. You’re
plenty smart. You just got complacent.”

“He thought because he’s such a hotshot on the field, his
shit didn’t stink,” Coop said, then groaned. “Sorry, Mom. Um,
I meant to say, uh, poop.”

She turned to her son and raised her eyebrows. She was
pleased that, despite his age and size, he took a step back and
swallowed.

“I’m really sorry,” he added.

“As you should be. Luka, Coach isn’t throwing you off the
bus.”

“You didn’t see him. He was really mad. He said I was an
idiot.”

Not exactly the word she would have chosen, but then she
didn’t spend much time in the jock/jockette world.



“You know how he gets. You disappointed him and he
reacted. You’re a leader, so he expects better of you.”

More tears filled Luka’s eyes. Next to him, Coop winced.

“What if I can’t get an A?”

“You won’t with that attitude.”

Luka sniffed. “That’s what Coach said.”

Cooper leaned close. “It’s a teacher thing. They think alike.
Welcome to my world.”

She did her best not to smile. Her boys, she thought fondly.
Cooper and his friends had been running in and out of her life
since he’d been old enough to invite kids over to play. Luka
had been a staple in her life for nearly a decade. He and his
family had moved here from Yap (a tiny island in Micronesia
—she’d had to look it up). Luka and Coop had met the first
day of second grade and been best friends ever since.

“Luka, I forbid you to think about this any more today. Your
mom is waiting for you. Go have a nice dinner and relax this
evening. Tomorrow, get your butt in gear and get going on the
Spanish studies.” She hesitated. “I’ll talk to Coach and make
sure you’re still on the college trip.”

His dark eyes brightened. “You will? Thanks, Ms. F. That
would be great.”

Before she could step back, Luka grabbed her and lifted her
up in the air. It was not a comfortable feeling, but all of Coop’s
friends seemed to do it. He swung her around twice before
setting her down, then gave Coop a high five. Both teens
headed for the door.

“I’ll be back by ten,” Coop yelled over his shoulder.

“Have fun.”

Ellen gave herself a little shake to make sure everything was
where it was supposed to be and that nothing had been
crushed, then stepped out on her small deck to check out the
heat level. The front of the house faced south, leaving the
backyard in shade in the early evening. The temperature was
close to eighty, but bearable.



The deck overlooked a small patch of lawn edged by
fencing. Nothing fancy, but it was hers and she loved it. She
quickly wiped off the metal table and dusted the chairs before
putting out place mats, plenty of paper napkins and a cut-up
lime. She’d already made a green salad to counteract the
calories from the fried chicken. Shortly after six, she heard a
knock on the front door, followed by a familiar voice calling,
“It’s me.”

“In the kitchen,” she yelled as she opened the refrigerator
and pulled out two bottles of beer. Dos Equis for him and a
Corona for herself. She waited in the kitchen to greet him, then
glared when she saw the extra to-go container in his hand.

“What?” she demanded. “We agreed on chicken.”

He held up the KFC bucket. “I brought chicken. Original,
because you like it.”

“Don’t distract me. Are those potatoes? You never said
anything about potatoes. I can’t eat those.”

“Actually, you can. I’ve seen you. You have no trouble
using a fork.”

She set his beer on the table. “Do you know how many
calories are in those mashed potatoes? Like a billion. I’m not
some macho athletic guy.”

Keith gave her an unapologetic smile. “I’d still be friends
with you if you were.” He set down the food. “Stop worrying
about it. You look fine.” He glanced at her. “As far as anyone
can tell.”

She ignored that and refused to look down at her oversize
tunic and baggy pants. “I like to be comfortable.”

“Wear yoga pants.”

“They’re hardly appropriate for work. Loose clothing
allows me to move freely on the job.” She ducked back into
the house to get the salad, then joined him at the table.

He’d already taken his usual seat and opened both to-go
containers. The smell of fried chicken reminded her she hadn’t



eaten since lunch, which felt like two days ago. Her stomach
growled and her mouth watered.

Keith put a chicken breast on her plate, then handed her the
mashed potatoes. She put slices of lime in both their beers.
Their movements were familiar. Comfortable.

Coach Keith Kinne and his daughter had moved to
Willowbrook five years ago. He’d joined the faculty of Birchly
High as the football coach and athletic director. Washington
State might not have the religious fervor of Texas when it
came to high school football, but there was still a lot of
enthusiasm and the six-foot-two-inch, good-looking, dark-
haired former NFL player had caught a lot of ladies’ attention.

Not hers, though. Mostly because she didn’t date—there
wasn’t time and no one she met was ever that interesting. So
when she’d found him cornered by a slightly aggressive
novice teacher from the English department, Ellen had stepped
in to save him and their friendship had been born. They hung
out together because it was easy and they complemented each
other. He’d helped her when she’d bought a new-to-her car a
couple of years ago and she went Christmas shopping with
him for his daughter.

“Why are you smiling?” he asked, picking up his beer.

“Just thinking that it’s nice we’re friends. Imagine how
awkward things would have been if I’d gone after you when
you first moved here.”

He frowned. “Don’t say that. If you had, we might not be
friends now. I was fresh off a divorce and I wasn’t looking for
trouble.”

“I’m not trouble.”

“You would have been if we’d dated.”

What on earth did he mean? “Trouble how?”

“You know. Boy-girl trouble.” He put down his beer.
“Speaking of dating, Lissa got on me about my internet
relationships.”



“You don’t have internet relationships. You find women to
have sex with.”

He winced. “That’s what she said. Have you two been
talking about me behind my back?”

“Oh, please. We have so many more interesting things to
talk about. Besides, it’s what you do.” She’d never understood
the appeal of casual sex. It seemed so impersonal. Shouldn’t
that level of intimacy be part of a relationship? Otherwise, sex
was just as romantic as passing gas.

“She told me to find someone I wasn’t embarrassed by so
she could meet her.”

“That’s nice.”

“It freaked me out.”

Ellen grinned. “That’s because there are emotions attached
to relationships and you don’t like emotions.”

“I like some of them. I like winning.”

“Winning isn’t an emotion.”

“Fine. I like how winning makes me feel.” His expression
turned smug. “I get emotions.”

“You’re faking it.” She let her smile fade. “Cooper wants to
go to UCLA.”

“Are you sure? He told me Stanford.”

She heard a ringing in her ears as her whole world tilted.
“Wh-what? Stanford? No. He can’t.”

“Why not? They have a better wrestling program. I’ve
spoken to the coach there and he’s really interested. I’m
working on getting Coop a one-on-one meeting when we visit
the school. With his skills and grades, he’s got a good shot at
getting in.”

“I’m going to faint.”

“Why? You should be happy.”

She glared at him. “Happy? Are you insane? I can’t afford
UCLA and it’s a state school. How on earth would I pay for



Stanford? Plus, why isn’t Cooper telling me about things like
meeting a coach? I should know that.”

“Breathe,” Keith told her. “If he goes to Stanford, you’ll be
fine. With what you make, his tuition will be covered. If he
gets a partial scholarship, it could go toward room and board.
Stanford would be a lot cheaper for you than UCLA.”

Her panic faded. “Are you sure?”

He looked at her. “You have to ask me that?”

“Sorry. Of course you’re sure. You do this all the time.” She
picked up her chicken. “Yay, Stanford. Go team.”

“You don’t have any contact with his dad, do you? Because
his income would count.”

“No contact,” she said cheerfully. “Jeremy disappeared
before Coop was born. I hear from him every five or six years
for five seconds and then he’s gone again. He signed his rights
away and he’s never given me a penny.” She smiled. “I say
that without bitterness because I’m loving the Stanford
dream.”

Keith grinned. “You’re saying you can be bought for the
price of tuition?”

She smiled back at him. “I can be bought for a whole lot
less than that. So why didn’t he tell me about wanting to go to
Stanford? Why is he keeping secrets?”

“He’s growing up. Becoming a man. He needs his own
dreams and plans.”

“But I’m his mom and he’s my baby boy. I don’t want that
to change. Make him stop growing up.”

“Sorry. Not my superpower.”

“You should work on that. It would be really helpful.”

“Most parents want their kids to mature and have their own
lives.”

She remembered what it had been like when Coop had been
younger. It had been the two of them against the world. “I miss
being the most important person in his life, but you’re right.



He needs to make his own way. What are the Stanford colors?
Will they look good on me?”

Can’t wait to find out what happens next? Preorder your copy
of The Friendship List today!
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