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			To my editor, Abby Zidle:

			Thank you for reading my work and seeing the potential in this series. You’ve let me write fun story lines with plenty of laughs, sexy times, and gratuitous use of the word “penis.” If you lived in Rosewood, I bet Miss Vera and Miss Dotty would invite you to their special Wednesday tea to gawk at the firemen. Just don’t tell Miss Francine.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“Now those are some nice-looking buns.”

			Madelyn Chamberlain looked up in time to see Emmett Sawyer walk past her bakery. He was up early for a night owl—or perhaps he was up late for him—but as always, the shaggy, laid-back owner of Woody’s, the local bar, was looking casually delicious. He managed to make a simple T-shirt and jeans look sexy. Of course, it helped that his well-worn jeans fit him like they were custom-made. Just the sight of him wearing them caused an uncharacteristic tingle to run through her body. “They sure are,” she muttered to herself.

			“Maddie, do they have nuts in them?”

			Emmett disappeared from sight, and Maddie turned to look at Miss Dotty as she perused the bakery case. Apparently, Miss Dotty had been referring to the honey buns, not Emmett’s well-fitting jeans. “No, if you want nuts, get the sticky buns instead. They have toasted, candied pecans.”

			“Oooh . . . sticky buns.” Miss Dotty moved to the next case and got engrossed in the daily selections.

			Maddie was always dumbfounded when customers came in and stared at the choices as though they weren’t the same every day. When she bought the Rosewood Bakery from the late owner’s daughter, Maddie worked with her father to put together a solid business plan. Part of that was being smart about supplies and offerings. When she reopened as Madelyn’s Bakery & Tea House, she decided to serve a standard set of baked goods available on a regular basis. Each day, in addition to any custom orders, she featured one special item, like lemon tarts or chocolate éclairs.

			It’d worked well for her so far. Some people came in and got the same treat every day. Others came in on the same day each week for their favorite special. She normally sold out of the white-chocolate-raspberry-cheesecake bars by noon every Tuesday. They did well enough that she was considering adding them as an everyday offering.

			Miss Dotty, a daily visitor, had a sweet tooth and no desire to actually bake anymore. Each day, the older woman would wander into the shop and stare intently at the display case, spending upward of fifteen minutes in the shop. And no matter how many questions she asked or how many other items she eyed, she always left with a cinnamon roll.

			“You know, I think today I’ll just have my usual,” Dotty decided.

			Maddie smothered a grin. “Sure thing.” She slid open the back of the case and pulled out a cinnamon roll. She already had a small pastry box ready to go by the register. “That’s three-fifty.”

			Miss Dotty fussed in her purse for a few minutes and then finally pulled out a few rumpled bills. There seemed to be an endless supply of wadded-up bills in the bottom of Miss Dotty’s leather Coach bag. Surely Miss Dotty could afford a wallet, but it seemed that everything just gathered in the bottom; a stockpile of tissues, pennies, receipts, and stray dollar bills.

			Maddie was handing back her change when her soon-to-be sister-in-law, Pepper Anthony, came into the bakery. Pepper worked at the hair salon next door.

			“Morning,” she said, moving past Miss Dotty to peruse the treats.

			Although they were almost family, Pepper and Maddie weren’t close. According to her brother Grant, it was Maddie’s fault, because she was a stuck-up brat. But it wasn’t her fault she had high standards she held everyone—herself included—to. There was no good reason why someone couldn’t put their very best effort in every day, be it in their appearance, their job, or their attitude. Some people were just too lazy to make the cut. And she felt no reason to play nice with people she didn’t have an interest in.

			Of course, now that those people were her customers and some of them would soon be members of the Chamberlain family, Maddie had to find a way to be nice to everyone. And she was trying. But it was hard. For all the grief she got from people for being mean to them, she’d had her fair share of mistreatment from others. Being a young, single daughter of the great Chamberlain family had made her a target of gold diggers and haters alike. Only people like her best friend, Lydia Whittaker, understood what that was like.

			“Hey, Pepper,” Miss Dotty said as she dumped her change into her purse and scooped up her cinnamon roll box. “Do you have any openings this week?”

			“I’m not sure, Miss Dotty. I’ll have to check my calendar,” Pepper said. “I’m taking some treats over to the firehouse right now, but if you want to come by this afternoon, we’ll see what we can find.”

			“That sounds good. I think I need a new look.”

			Maddie got a large cardboard container out for Pepper’s order. Regardless of how they felt about each other, Pepper was a good customer. Maddie’s brother Grant had a sweet tooth and Pepper wasn’t inclined to bake, so she stopped in fairly often to get treats for him and the other firemen.

			“I like your look,” Pepper said. “What’s prompting the change?”

			“Well,” Miss Dotty said with a conspiratorial look in her eye, “I think I want to start dating again.”

			Maddie froze in her tracks. Miss Dotty was a widow in her late sixties. Her stroke several years back had taken her from eccentric to downright kooky. Maddie kept waiting for the day Miss Dotty decided to streak nude through the square. The idea of her dating was a little disconcerting.

			“Ever since the bachelor auction last Valentine’s Day, I’ve been thinking about trying my hand at romance again. I was disappointed, of course, when you outbid me for Grant, but I know he’s too young for me. I need to find someone like Bert. He and Vera have really hit it off.”

			“Bert and Vera are dating?” Maddie couldn’t help but ask.

			“Yep,” Pepper answered. “For about two months now. They got together at the Fourth of July picnic and have been nearly inseparable since then. You haven’t heard?”

			“No,” Maddie said. She didn’t like Pepper’s tone, implying she was stupid somehow for not noticing. Did people not realize that she’d spent all summer getting her new business going? She’d completely overhauled the old Rosewood Bakery. Madelyn’s was on a whole other level. It was elegant and refined, featuring a new selection of French pastries she’d mastered while studying in Paris. The interior was redone with intricately designed blush-and-cream wallpaper and new wainscoting—which hadn’t put itself up, thankyouverymuch. The crystal chandelier was imported from Marseille.

			And that was just the beginning. She was working on opening a tea shop in the room over the bakery and was already hosting princess-themed birthday parties there. She didn’t have time to worry about what others were doing, especially when it came to two old people making out like teenagers all over town. “I don’t work in the beauty shop, so I’m not privy to the town gossip. Not that I really care.”

			“You should care,” Miss Dotty said. “You might be young and beautiful now, with your choice of suitors, but that won’t always be the case. Someday you may end up like me—an old, withered-up widow with needs. Bert and Vera have given me hope that maybe that itch can get scratched.”

			Oh dear Jesus. That was the last image Maddie wanted in her head. She took a deep breath. No, no. She was not going to let those pictures settle into her brain. It was bad enough when she found out that Bert had been responsible for the demise of Rosewood Bakery’s previous owner, who’d died from a heart attack after joining him in a night of passion.

			“What can I get you today, Pepper?” Maddie said, trying desperately to shift the subject away from senior sex.

			Pepper turned back to the case with a twinkle of amusement in her dark eyes. She seemed to get some pleasure out of Maddie’s discomfort. Someone should enjoy it, she supposed. “Give me a blueberry, and an apple cinnamon muffin, a slice of the orange pound cake—”

			“That’s Grant’s favorite,” Maddie piped up brightly.

			Pepper looked at her with a deadpan expression. “Yes, I know. A cinnamon roll,” she continued, “and a Bavarian cream horn. That’s for me, so could you put it in a separate box?”

			“Sure thing,” Maddie said, although she didn’t really want to. Her pastry boxes were custom-made, pink with embossed gold lettering on the top. They weren’t cheap. Every time she handed one out, she watched that money slip away. She probably needed to invest in some bags for smaller items and some plain boxes, saving the nice ones for more important things. She just hated to do it. It was one of the touches that made Madelyn’s special, and it was good advertising. Advertising her father insisted she didn’t need, given she was the only bakery in town.

			Shaking off her father’s doubts, she boxed up Pepper’s order and rang her up. She ignored Pepper and Miss Dotty’s idle chatter while she ran Pepper’s credit card. She was about to slip the signed receipt into the cash drawer when the chime on the front door announced another customer. It was quite the busy Thursday morning.

			Maddie looked up in time to see Miss Francine, the owner of the local flower shop, Petal Pushers, rushing through the door. She came by every morning with a bouquet of fresh flowers that Maddie displayed on the counter. She was clutching a bouquet of pale pink hydrangeas and white dahlias, but she didn’t seem particularly interested in the flowers.

			“Oh my heavens, have y’all seen it?” Miss Francine was red-faced and absolutely horrified. She thrust the bouquet across the counter to Maddie and shook her head in dismay. “It’s disgraceful.”

			“Seen what?” Miss Dotty asked.

			Miss Francine took a moment to recover before she could speak of the dreadful thing. “Someone has spray-painted a giant penis on the side of the Piggly Wiggly.”

			Miss Dotty snickered. Pepper smothered a snort of laughter. Maddie just sighed. This town was so unrefined sometimes. She worked hard trying to bring some culture and elegance to Rosewood and just when she was starting to make progress, a ten-foot wiener shows up on the side of the grocery store and sets her back months.

			“I could see it out the window of my shop this morning. I went to turn the Open placard and there it was in bright red paint like a damn neon sign. Some teenager’s prank, I’m sure. Pat Kincaid, the manager of the grocery store, is out there painting over it right now, but the damage is done. The elementary school bus already went by and all the kids saw it. Clark Newton at the newspaper even snapped a few pictures for the front page of the Rosewood Times tomorrow.”

			“There’ll be some interesting discussions around the dinner table tonight,” Pepper mused.

			“Indeed. I’m so rattled by the whole thing—I think I might get a little something, Maddie. My blood sugar feels low from the shock of it all.”

			She must really be rattled. Miss Francine was not the kind to indulge in sweets and empty calories. For a woman in her sixties, she hadn’t yet fallen prey to the ravages of time. She was nearly six feet tall with the body of an Amazon and a head of neatly coiffed red-gold hair. Miss Francine gazed at the morning’s offerings while Maddie arranged the flowers in a crystal vase.

			The hydrangeas were a particularly lovely shade of pink today. A pale, rosy color that went with the wallpaper without overpowering it. They were perfect. Yesterday’s gerbera daisies had been a little too bright for her taste, but part of the agreement she made with Miss Francine was that in exchange for a reduced rate it was florist’s choice and a placard on the counter that noted they were from Petal Pushers.

			“Well, I’d better get these treats to the boys before my first appointment,” Pepper said. “I’ll see y’all later. Thanks, Maddie.”

			Maddie raised a hand as Pepper slipped out of her shop. That just left Miss Francine and Miss Dotty, although she didn’t really know why Miss Dotty was still here. Nothing better to do, apparently.

			Maddie didn’t have that problem. Sunday was her only day off. She got up at 3:00 a.m. every day but Sunday, arriving at the shop by four to start baking the day’s goods. By the time the sun came up, she had trays of cinnamon rolls and sticky buns cooling, muffins and breads baking, and pastry cream whipping up in the mixer. When she opened at eight, most things were ready to go for the day.

			The shop closed briefly after the lunch rush for her to get a bite to eat, then reopened and stayed open until five thirty. It was nonstop every day but Sunday, when she went to church, had dinner with her family, and spent the evening working on the shop’s books. Math wasn’t her forte, but she couldn’t afford an accountant. She’d get a much-needed assistant before she got an accountant.

			With a sigh, Maddie leaned against the back counter, which was lined with a display of faux cakes. It was only nine in the morning and she was exhausted.

			“Maddie, dear?”

			She perked up, moving down the counter where Miss Francine was standing. Miss Dotty was nowhere to be seen, which meant Maddie must’ve half dozed off and not noticed her leaving the shop. “Yes, Miss Francine?”

			The woman tilted her head, looking down her long, narrow nose at Maddie. “Are you getting enough sleep?”

			“No,” she replied before she could stop herself. “I try to be in bed by seven or eight at night, but sometimes I just lie there while my brain spins. And lately, when I do fall asleep, I get woken up by the noise from the bar.”

			Miss Francine narrowed her gaze. “That’s right. You bought the old Victorian across the street from Woody’s, didn’t you?”

			“I did. And I love that house, I really do. But between the noise at the bar going until all hours and the stench from the pizza place always in the air, it’s turned out to be less than ideal.”

			“Can you move?”

			Maddie shook her head. “No. I just bought the place. What little money I do have is tied up in it and the bakery. I owe my father and my grandmother my firstborn. And really, the house is perfect. I wish I could just pick it up and drop it in a different part of town.”

			She’d gotten used to the smell of Italian food constantly wafting in through her open windows, but she couldn’t get past the noise. During the week, the bar was open until ten thirty. Fridays and Saturdays, it was open until two in the morning. Not even earplugs and a sound machine could muffle the music, laughter, voices, honking cars, and drunks shouting in the street. One morning, she actually found vomit on her lawn.

			“Have you spoken to Mr. Sawyer about the noise?”

			Mr. Sawyer? Somehow that name didn’t suit Emmett at all. He was more like a surfer who’d lost his way and wandered inland. He didn’t belong in a town like Rosewood. She couldn’t fathom why he would come to a place like this if he hadn’t been born and raised here. But for some reason, he’d decided to buy Woody’s, revive it, and make her life miserable.

			“I tried, once. He told me that while he’d try to tone things down after ten, there were no sound ordinances in Rosewood until that time and, technically, he could make all the noise he wanted before then. Although he tried to be diplomatic about it, he basically told me I shouldn’t have bought a house by the bar. He was there first and if I didn’t like it, I could move.”

			Miss Francine nodded in understanding and sympathy. “I always thought it was a shame when they built that bar so close to such a beautiful, historic home. Have you called the cops?”

			“Not yet. I feel bad distracting them from doing real police work.”

			“Like what?” Miss Francine pressed. “We live in Rosewood, dear. The last lick of crime we had around here was Pat Kincaid’s wife peeping in windows trying to catch him cheating on her. It’s been months since that happened. I’m sure they’d like something to do.”

			Maddie frowned. Her brother Simon was a local officer. Perhaps she could get him to help. “Okay. I’ll try that next time.”

			“You do that. You need your rest. When 10:01 rolls around, you have that number ready to dial. If they get called out there enough, Woody’s will eventually get fined. Hit him in the pocketbook since he wouldn’t respond to your polite request.”

			Maddie would love a good night’s sleep. Just a solid few hours without being woken up would be heaven. “What if that doesn’t work with him? What if calling the cops just makes Emmett angry and he gets louder?”

			Miss Francine smiled a smile that told of younger years of deception and craftiness. Maddie had no idea about her past, but she got the feeling they would’ve been partners in crime if they’d been born in the same era.

			There was a wicked glint in her eye as she leaned into the case and spoke in the sweetest southern lilt. “Then, my dear Madelyn, that means war.”
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			With a groan, Maddie grabbed the pillow beside her and tried to smother herself. Maybe she would pass out and get some sleep. When that didn’t work, she rolled over and looked at the neon-green numbers on her alarm clock—9:52. Damn it.

			She took a deep breath and tried to suppress her anger. Every night. Every. Night. The thump-thump-thump of the music across the street vibrated in her chest. The sound of people laughing drifted up to her bedroom window. It was Thursday night. Didn’t these people have jobs or homes or someplace else to go?

			She felt like the Grinch. Oh, the noise! Noise! Noise! Noise!

			Giving up, she sat up in bed and looked around her bedroom with blurry eyes. As much as she loved this room, it had become her nightly prison. Well, a prison with damask wallpaper and chenille blankets. The master suite was on the second floor, facing the street and the bar across from it. The lights of Woody’s parking lot lit up her lace curtains and cast her room in a golden glow.

			Maddie flung back her comforter and got out of bed. She grabbed her cell phone off the charger and carried it down the hallway to her guest room. This room was smaller and filled mostly with boxes and junk she wasn’t sure what to do with yet, but it had a bed and it was at the back of the house. At this point, she wanted to be as far from Woody’s as she could get.

			She switched on the light and moved a couple of plastic totes filled with her winter clothes off the bed. She pulled back the eyelet lace comforter and switched on the small Tiffany-style lamp on the bedside stand before she turned off the overhead light.

			Maddie crawled into bed and snuggled into the soft sheets. She felt her body instantly relax into sleep. She turned off the lamp and found that the room was blessedly dark. And quiet.

			With a sigh, she closed her eyes. The elusive fog of sleep wrapped around her, luring her off to her much-needed rest. She was seconds from oblivion when she heard it.

			“Oh my God. Oh my God. That is the funniest thing I’ve ever heard. Curt! Curtis! You’ve got to hear this.” The shrill but slightly slurred woman’s voice was like an ice pick in Maddie’s ear. “Jesse, you’ve got to tell that story to Curt.”

			Maddie gritted her teeth and screamed in frustration. She couldn’t hear the music in this bedroom, but the people loitering in the parking lot might as well be sitting on her bed as they told their drunken tales.

			“I love tequila!” someone shouted. Another woman, judging by the high-pitched shriek. “Tequila is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I really mean that.”

			Maddie was certain the woman wouldn’t feel the same way come morning. Tequila certainly wasn’t the best thing to ever happen to her. Tequila, vodka, rum, whiskey, beer . . . all of it was crossed off her list and had been long before she moved in across the street from Woody’s. Alcohol lowered your inhibitions, dulled your senses, and left a person vulnerable.

			She knew as well as anyone what could happen to someone in that state. The biggest mistake she’d ever made involved a bottle of wine and a solid dose of naïveté. She’d regretted that night her whole life and couldn’t fathom why someone would deliberately put themselves in that position. Dollar shots on ladies’ night just didn’t seem like a good enough reason.

			That’s when they started to sing. At first it was one or two drunks, then a whole chorus of them joined in for a rousing rendition of “American Pie.” All twenty-seven verses.

			This was too much. Maddie couldn’t take any more.

			Rolling over, she picked up her phone. It was after ten now. If things quieted down soon, she could get five hours of sleep. A whopping five to get her through a nearly fourteen-hour workday. Owning your own business wasn’t for sissies. And neither was living across the street from the only bar in a small town with nothing to really do in the evenings. This town needed more community activities, especially for the younger, single residents. Perhaps the Jaycees or the fund-raiser committee could organize something.

			She didn’t blame the bar for being what it was. But she desperately needed sleep. People could party all night Friday if she could just get some quiet weeknights.

			Maybe Miss Francine was right. Technically, the bar was breaking the sound ordinance. Maddie’s wasn’t the only home within earshot. It was right to report them. Let Emmett and the cops work it out. She dialed the local authorities and waited for someone to answer.

			“Rosewood Sheriff’s Department,” a chipper woman’s voice answered. “How can I assist you?”

			“Hello? Yes, this is Madelyn Chamberlain. I’d like to make a noise complaint.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A loud pounding on the glass door of the shop startled Maddie. She was just about to put a couple of muffin trays into the oven. It wasn’t even five in the morning yet. Who could be knocking on her door now?

			Cautiously, Maddie peeked through the kitchen door into the dim shop. She didn’t turn on the shop lights until the sun came up, otherwise she felt like she was in a lighted display case where everyone could see her but she couldn’t see them. The streetlights outside illuminated the shape of a man standing at the door. He was tall and lean, with messy hair, and if the tense stance and tightly curled fists at his sides were any indication, he was also angry.

			Emmett.

			She’d been expecting a visit from him, although she’d expected it to happen during more decent hours. Like when the sun was up. And there were witnesses.

			She considered slinking back into the kitchen unseen, but she knew she had to face him head-on. She smoothed her hair, prayed there wasn’t any flour on her face, and switched on the store lights. The fluorescent lights flickered to life overhead, bathing the room in an unnatural glow that was only emphasized by the stark darkness outside.

			She reached for the lock and then paused. He was a large, angry man with access to all the alcohol he could drink. She didn’t think he was a violent person, but she’d proven she wasn’t the best judge of character. “What do you want?” she shouted through the panes of the glass door.

			“I want to talk to you,” he said, although she didn’t entirely believe it from the looks of him. At best, he wanted to shout at her, at worst, maybe give her a good shake. Emmett was so laid-back he was practically horizontal, however, his expression at the moment was anything but. His brow was drawn down in consternation, etching lines into his forehead. His full lips curled down in the corners like arrows pointing out the tense set of his jaw. He had a 5 a.m. shadow and tousled blond hair, but that seemed to be standard attire for the beach bum.

			“Then talk,” she challenged, making no move to unlock the door.

			“I’m not going to shout at you through the glass and wake up the whole neighborhood.”

			That was rich! Maddie couldn’t help laughing bitterly at him. “You’re never that concerned about waking me up. What’s the difference?”

			“Come on. Let me in so we can talk about this like adults.”

			“I don’t know you, Emmett. You could be crazy. You could have a gun or a baseball bat. You could get in here and choke me with your bare hands.”

			Emmett sighed dramatically and thrust his fists into the pockets of his jeans. “The thought has crossed my mind, I assure you. But I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to talk. Or would you rather I return when the shop is open and cause a scene that costs you business?”

			Maddie’s eyes widened at his threat. Madelyn’s Bakery was a place of refinement and elegance. She was working with the local cotillion committee to hold etiquette classes upstairs this spring. She wasn’t about to let a brawl break out downstairs and ruin her hard-earned reputation.

			Emmett took her silence as defiance. “If that’s what you want. I guess that’s only fair, since that’s what you did to me tonight.”

			“I did nothing of the sort!” she shouted, snapping out of her reverie.

			“Oh yeah?” Emmett planted his hands against the glass and leaned in to where his breath started to fog the panes in the cool morning air. “You think a cop car at my bar is good for business? You think the sheriff running off customers on one of my busiest nights helps my bottom line?”

			“If you cared so much about your bottom line, you wouldn’t break the law and alienate everyone around you.”

			Emmett’s forehead dropped against the glass. “Would you please let me in?”

			Maddie relented with a frown of displeasure. She certainly didn’t want to let him in, but she couldn’t have him coming back when the bakery was open. With her luck, he’d come back just in time to put on a show for Miss Dotty or Miss Vera and then the whole town would know about it.

			She reached out and flipped the dead bolt on the front door. Once it was unlocked, she took a large step backward to put as much space between them as possible. It wasn’t just anxiety that forced Maddie to move away as Emmett came in. It was a different kind of self-preservation. Men, especially the larger, more intimidating ones, always made Maddie nervous. She wasn’t a small woman, but she wasn’t particularly strong. She liked to maintain a large bubble of personal space from most people.

			Emmett fell into that category as well. Even though he wasn’t physically menacing—even in anger—she knew he could be dangerous in other ways. He was too sexy. Too rough around the edges. Despite his charming smile and physical ease, he was the last person Maddie should be attracted to. For one thing, they came from two different worlds. Maddie made it a rule to date men who had more money than her family did. That way, she didn’t have to worry that they were just interested in her for her family fortune. Emmett looked like the kind of guy who would blow his last ten bucks on a beer and a burger and pass out happy. Not exactly the kind of guy she was used to.

			For another thing, Emmett was a peddler of the stuff she despised the most: alcohol. Legal as it might be, it was a toxic liquid that turned good men into monsters and smart women into fools. She personally hadn’t touched the stuff in more than eight years and for good reason. Alcohol made the bad ideas sound like great ones and dropped all the protective barriers a girl needed to keep herself safe.

			There was no way she could let herself get involved with a man who not only drank but made a living providing alcohol to others. A loud, obnoxious living.

			As the door swung shut behind him, Maddie crossed her arms protectively over her chest and fixed her gaze on the empty bakery case beside her. If she looked him in the eye, she might get lost in their green-gold depths and let down her guard. Emmett was exceedingly handsome for a man so irritating. She couldn’t allow a decade of loneliness to make her weak and vulnerable to his charms.

			“Well,” she said. “I let you in. What do you want? Make it quick; I have a lot of baking to do.”

			“Don’t let me stop you. We can talk in the kitchen just as easily.”

			“Fine.” She turned and headed back toward the kitchen, watching anxiously over her shoulder as he followed her. “Wash your hands,” she demanded as he reached the sink just inside the doorway. She didn’t want to think about what sticky, nasty things he’d have on his hands after a night at the bar. “And put this on.”

			Emmett reached out in time to snatch the hairnet she launched at him out of the air. “Really?” He looked at it with dismay, making Maddie even more determined he needed to wear it.

			“Health department requirement,” she said. Technically, his hair was short enough, but she wanted him to have it on. If he looked a little silly, this conversation might be easier. For her, at least.

			“You’re not wearing one,” he challenged.

			“My hair is pulled back in a tight bun. Come on, put it on and get to talking.” Maddie turned her back to him and loaded her earlier batch of muffins into the oven. She checked the other one, noting there were only a few minutes left for today’s special—pain au chocolat. The dark-chocolate-stuffed croissants were one of her best sellers.

			“Why did you call the cops on me, Madelyn?”

			Maddie stiffened at the sound of her formal name. Only her grandmother and a handful of other people ever called her that. Apparently, Emmett had never said her name before. If he had, the chill of goose bumps wouldn’t have rushed over her skin at the mere sound of her name on his lips.

			She tried to focus on setting the timer for the muffins and finally turned back to face him. Somehow, even the hairnet couldn’t make him look less handsome. It was so frustrating. “I called the cops,” she said as coolly and calmly as she could, “because Woody’s was breaking the sound ordinance. It was after ten.”

			“You couldn’t come across the street? You couldn’t dial the bar instead of the cops and speak to me about it directly?”

			“I’ve tried that and it hasn’t gotten me anywhere. I was already losing hours of precious sleep because of your loud music and rowdy patrons. I wasn’t going to go out of my way to get dressed and come across the street because you had obnoxious drunks in the parking lot.”

			“I didn’t know I had obnoxious drunks in the parking lot. Once they step outside, I have less control over what happens.”

			“Please,” Maddie said. “What do you think is going to happen out there? You think those liquored-up fools are going to sit quietly on the stoop and chat about literature and current events?”

			“It’s a bar,” Emmett said. He strolled into the kitchen and plucked a raspberry out of the bowlful she’d rinsed and set aside for a puff pastry she was planning to make later that afternoon. Before she could complain, he popped it into his mouth. “It was a bar before you moved in across the street, I’ll add. It’s not like I showed up and ruined your pristine street. What did you think it was going to be like when you moved in?”

			“I thought that you would run your business in a civilized, respectful manner.”

			“So I’ll put up a sign. I’ll remind people to be respectful in the parking lot. If they don’t listen, then what?”

			“Then I’ll call the cops again. And again. And again. Until it stops. I need sleep. I try to be in bed by seven or eight because I get up at three in the morning. I can’t listen to your thumping music and laughing drunks until two a.m.”

			“Impossible,” he muttered. “You’re asking for the impossible. It’s like moving in next to the firehouse and complaining that they turn on the sirens.”

			“At least if I was woken up by sirens, it’d be for a good cause. Some woman declaring her love for tequila is not worthy of disrupting my sleep.”

			“It costs me five hundred bucks every time the sheriff tickets me for a sound violation.”

			Poor, pitiful Emmett. Maybe if he had to raise his prices to pay the fines, people would drink less. That was fine by her. “Then you’d better do something about it before you put yourself out of business.”
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			Emmett took a deep breath, but it didn’t help. She was completely unreasonable. “It doesn’t have to be this way, you know.”

			She planted her hands on her hips, her lips twisting into an irritated scowl that somehow didn’t lessen the beauty of her classic features. The flush of anger made her high cheekbones rosy and her bright blue eyes glitter as she stared him down. “I tried being nice. I tried to talk to you about it like an adult and you pretty much told me to suck it.”

			Emmett swallowed a snort of derision despite how badly he wanted to laugh in her face. He got the feeling that would just ratchet her attitude up another few notches. If that pole up her ass got any higher, she’d choke on it. How could a woman so beautiful and talented be so miserable to be around?

			That wasn’t exactly how that conversation had gone down. She hadn’t asked nicely. She’d flittered into the bar making demands, then, when he wasn’t receptive, stomped out in a huff. She might think he was just some bum who spent his twenties partying on the beach before he scraped up enough pennies to buy a bar, but she was wrong. He’d run with the big boys in Florida. He knew her type, through and through. Fancy, high-maintenance women who turn their nose up at everything and everyone.

			He wasn’t about to get pushed around by Madelyn or anyone else. He might be an outsider, as far as Rosewood circles were concerned, but he wasn’t stupid or willing to be intimidated by their silly social constructs. If they knew the truth about him, folks would certainly treat him differently, especially this stuck-up little princess. But he liked living this life. It was simple, easy. At least until she started making trouble for him.

			“I’m sorry Madelyn, but that’s simply not true. I have no interest whatsoever in having you suck it.”

			Maddie gasped, her cheeks going from rose to crimson. “How dare you!” she shouted.

			“What?” he baited. “Are you upset because I dared to make a dirty joke in your highfalutin shop? Or are you insulted because I don’t want you?”

			“Get out!” she shouted. “Get out right now, or I’ll call the sheriff again.”

			Emmett rolled his eyes. This chick had no sense of humor whatsoever. Her attitude grated on him, and no matter how sensible her argument might be, the way she spoke to him made him want to dig in his heels and fight her at every turn. Whatever he could say or do to get her spun up was fine by him. She already thought he was an ass; there was no reason he couldn’t fulfill that prophecy for her.

			He boldly reached out to the tray of cooling cinnamon rolls and snatched one before he turned and walked out of the kitchen. She sputtered behind him, but he didn’t pay any attention to her. She could bill him. She’d just cost him five hundred bucks, she could spare a three-dollar baked good.

			“This isn’t over, Fancy Pants!” Emmett shouted as he continued out of the shop and strolled down the dark, quiet stretch of First Avenue back to the bar. He absentmindedly munched on his pilfered pastry as he crossed the street and unlocked the bar’s side door that led upstairs to his apartment.

			When he’d bought Woody’s Bar, he’d bought the whole building. It was a perfect scenario, really, with the bar downstairs and a private apartment above. It needed some work to get everything the way he wanted it, but once it was done, it provided him the easy life he’d hoped for when he left Florida to come to Rosewood. The town was small and pretty quiet. Most of the people were friendly enough. He could walk almost anywhere, and he’d even had the time to indulge in his woodworking hobby since he’d come here.

			Life in Florida had gotten way too hectic for Emmett. He’d spent years getting a degree in finance so he could go into investment banking and work for a large firm in Tampa. He wanted to manage the big portfolios and earn the equally big salary so he could get the waterfront condo and the convertible he’d always dreamed of. But when he had all of that and more, he realized that it had made life too complicated. He worked long hours; he barely slept; he was in a constant state of hurry. What was the point of this life when he couldn’t enjoy it? That’s when he decided to leave it all behind and go in search of a slower pace.

			Now, he went to bed at dawn, slept most of the day, and spent his evenings in a fun atmosphere of music, laughter, and sports. His patrons came to Woody’s for a good time, and he was happy to give it to them. In the three years he’d owned the place, there’d been only one physical fight and one argument. Aside from that, the patrons were as easygoing as he was.

			At the top of the stairs, Emmett used his least sticky hand to open the door and step into his kitchen. He tore off a paper towel and laid it on the granite countertop before he set down what was left of the roll. There wasn’t much. It was damn tasty. He hated that. She was such a miserable person, he’d hoped her food would taste the same way. Instead, it was light and fluffy, sweet, decadent, with just the right ratio of spices and glaze. It was the most perfect cinnamon roll he’d ever eaten.

			He supposed he couldn’t expect anything less from Madelyn. Her high standards apparently applied to her food, not just to everyone else.

			He hadn’t visited the bakery since Madelyn took over. Emmett had gone a couple of times before Estelle Townsend died. She was a sweet older lady—the kind you expected to make tasty cakes and cookies because she was pleasant and plump and always had a smile on her face. Madelyn simply didn’t fit that mold. With her hair pulled back into that tight bun and her constant frown of displeasure, she seemed more likely to start barking at people in French for daring to breathe on her culinary masterpieces.

			He could do without that. And he had, until she started nosing into his life. He hadn’t gotten a single complaint before she’d moved in across the street. Woody’s Bar was surrounded on three sides by businesses, so most nights those stores were closed. The pizza place stayed open later on the weekends, but the hardware store was closed. The fire station was manned 24/7 by people who needed to stay awake, so they didn’t care about the noise.

			That just left the narrow strip of houses on Daisy Drive. The old Victorian with the wraparound porch and big bay window was the closest, but it’d been empty until recently. Now it was Madelyn’s house.

			He knew she didn’t go by her formal name, but he couldn’t make himself call her Maddie. Maddie was what you called a woman who was sweet and fun-loving. She was far too self-righteous for him to call her Maddie. When he was growing up, his grandmother had a friend named Madelyn. Emmett wasn’t certain if it was spelled the same, but they were definitely cut from the same cloth. His grandmother’s best friend had been a wealthy widow with a distaste for everyone and everything. She was old money; migrating to Florida from New England in search of better weather for her husband’s ailments before he passed.

			She’d always looked at Emmett like he was a bit of wildlife that had gotten in the house. A piece of dog shit on her shoe that she couldn’t fully get off. Emmett hadn’t been a poorly behaved child. He never knew why the woman didn’t care for him. But he knew whenever Madelyn came over, he wanted to go to a friend’s house to play.

			That was one difference between the two Madelyns. The gifted baker didn’t look at him like dirt, despite what words came out of her mouth. She looked at him in a way that made him more curious than he wanted to be. Sometimes, her pert little nose would turn up and she’d watch him from beneath her dark lashes like she expected him to try something funny. Other times, when she thought he didn’t see her, there was the heat of open appraisal in her eyes. It was usually followed by a squirm of discomfort.

			He wanted to laugh at her predicament. Poor little rich girl. What to do about an unwanted attraction to an unsuitable boy? The secret knowledge that she was both disgusted by him and attracted to him at the same time made Emmett bold. It was a weakness he could exploit if she insisted on pressing him over the noise issue.

			Emmett finished off the last of the sweet roll and tossed the napkin into the trash under the sink. Checking the locks on the front door, he headed down the hallway to his bedroom. Until he switched on the lights, the room was dark as night. He’d professionally installed in each window blackout panels that wouldn’t let a single beam of sunlight through it. They also muffled the street noise—something Maddie should look into.

			He wasn’t unsympathetic to her plight. As a day sleeper, the whole world conspired against him. Between postal deliveries, telemarketers, and the sirens of the fire station next door, there were plenty of attempts to wake him up. The difference was that none of those people were breaking the sound laws because it was the middle of the day. He had to suck it up, and Maddie needed to learn to do that, too.

			In his bathroom, he switched on the light and cussed when he saw himself in the mirror. He still had on that damn hairnet. He ripped it off and tossed it into the wastebasket.

			He made quick work of brushing his teeth and stripping down to his briefs to go to bed. As he crawled between the sheets in the darkened room, he tried to figure out what he was going to do about this issue with Madelyn.

			He didn’t want Woody’s to be a public nuisance, even if he enjoyed irritating her. He would put in an effort to keep things quieter during the week, but there wasn’t a lot he could do on the weekends. To drum up more business in the fall, he was kicking off some special events at the bar. People rushed in to watch the college football games, then disappeared. To keep them at Woody’s, he was bringing in a live band on Friday nights. Saturday, after the last game, they were doing karaoke.

			Thursday nights were now ladies’ night, where they could get any drink on the menu for two bucks. That was probably in direct correlation to the noise level the night before. He’d had a whole swarm of college girls come in from Gadsden. As college girls tended to do, they went from white wine spritzers to tequila shots. That was a bad combo, if you asked him. Yes, he had to pay a hefty fine for the noise, but at the very least, the cops ran off most of the girls before they started puking in the gravel parking lot.

			He was certain that before the weekend was up, he’d either have a solution or another grand in fines. Madelyn wasn’t going to give up the fight that easily. A part of him would be sorely disappointed if she did.

			Emmett could still taste a lingering bit of icing on his lips as he drifted off to sleep. He couldn’t help but wonder if those defiant lips might surprise him and taste just as sweet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“I need a Boston Lager and a light beer.”

			Emmett looked up at his waitress, Joy Lane, as she flattened her serving tray against the bar top and leaned over to inspect him more closely.

			“You look like hell,” she stated matter-of-factly.

			He wasn’t surprised that his miserable state was noticeable. It was hard enough to sleep during the day when the world was awake, but this wasn’t just run-of-the-mill day-sleeper drama. It was all because of that woman.

			“Are you getting enough sleep?”

			At that, he chuckled and poured a beer into a tall pilsner glass. “No, I’m not. I haven’t gotten three consecutive hours of sleep in the last two weeks.”

			“Is the crazy cupcake lady still after you?”

			Emmett scanned the bar’s patrons, poured the other beer, and sat it on her tray. “You’d better watch what you say, Joy. I know you’re pretty new around Rosewood, but the crazy cupcake lady comes from a big, influential family, and there’s usually one or two of them in here. But yes, Fancy Pants still has it in for me.”

			Joy frowned and loaded a fresh bowl of pretzels onto her tray. “Put this on table three’s tab. I’m going to take it to them, then I’m coming back and you’re going to spill about what’s going on.”

			Emmett nodded, and her blond pixie head disappeared around the corner. He couldn’t help the smile that spread across his face as he thought of her indignant expression. He was glad to have Joy here. She’d been working at the bar since the beginning of the summer. Business was doing well enough that he needed to stay behind the bar, pour drinks, and cash out tabs. Bringing on a part-time waitress had been a godsend. She worked only on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights, but those were the busiest anyway.

			He’d also noticed the men tended to hang around the bar a little longer on the nights Joy worked. He could understand why. Joy was a curvy woman who liked tight jeans and even tighter T-shirts. Her hair was short, but there wasn’t anything masculine about her. There also wasn’t anything sweet or polite about her, either. As she liked to say, she was a sassy Georgia peach, not some delicate southern magnolia. The customers, both men and women, seemed to respond well to her.

			He wasn’t sure how long they’d have to chat about his problems, though, since it was a Friday. He expected it to be a busy night. It’d cost quite a bit, but they had a really popular band from Birmingham coming to play. He hoped it would bring enough extra revenue to pay for itself.

			And if Fancy Pants couldn’t sleep tonight . . . boo flipping hoo.

			“All right,” Joy said as she climbed up onto a barstool. “Spill it.”

			Emmett leaned down onto his elbows with a sigh. He hadn’t really spoken to anyone about this. He felt silly about the whole thing, really. He was being childish, reacting so immaturely, but he couldn’t help it. There was a part deep down inside that couldn’t let her win.

			“Well, as you know, it started two weeks ago when she called the cops on ladies’ night and we argued the next morning at the bakery. Since then, it’s been a battle back and forth. I paid the punk band extra for a rowdier performance Friday night. At 10:10 exactly, the sheriff showed up and wrote another citation. The next day, she organized a temperance-style Mothers Against Drunk Driving protest across the street. It was like something out of the 1920s with women holding picket signs. They sang and chanted and encouraged cars to honk in support all afternoon while I was trying to sleep.”

			“What did you do?” Joy asked with wide brown eyes.

			“I retaliated by cranking up the amplifiers on the karaoke system Saturday night and gave out an award for the worst singer. This time Madelyn was quicker. The cops were here by 10:05.”

			Emmett watched a few regulars drift in and take a seat by the dartboards. “Then there was the princess tea party parade,” he added in a sour tone.

			“What’s that?”

			“It’s hard to really describe it since I was delirious and sleep deprived at the time, but apparently, she gathered every little girl in town for a special Disney princess tea party at her shop. They all dressed up as their favorite characters, had tea, and then paraded through the square singing Disney songs at the top of their lungs. They stopped right outside my bedroom window for quite some time. I was personally serenaded by a stunning, off-key rendition of “Let It Go” followed by “Bibbidi Bobbidi Boo.”

			Joy brought a hand up to cover her mouth, although Emmett wasn’t sure if it was to cover her shock or her laughter. It was pretty ridiculous. And if he’d slept, he might feel differently, but Madelyn wouldn’t let it rest. During the week, even when the bar was closed, she’d gotten her digs in. She’d managed to have furniture delivered by big trucks that beep when they back up and roar with loud diesel engines and air brakes. And then, for some strange reason, the city decided to jackhammer the sidewalk right outside the bar to fix some waterline.

			It felt a little paranoid of him to blame Fancy Pants for that, but he wouldn’t put it past her. With her family’s money and connections, she could do anything she wanted. Mayor Gallagher would probably trip over himself to do whatever that family asked him to, even if it meant tearing up a perfectly good sidewalk.

			“That’s why I organized the motorcycle rally last Wednesday night. We had every chopper in a hundred-mile radius roaring in and out of this parking lot all night and there was nothing she could do about it. Motorcycles make the noise they make. It’s got nothing to do with Woody’s.”

			“How much have you been charged in fines so far?”

			Emmett reached for the drawer by the register and pulled out a handful of tickets. “Twenty-five hundred. Tonight, I’m hoping to make it an even three grand.”

			“That’s really not fair,” Joy noted. “She can make all the noise she wants during the day and no one can say anything about it.”

			Life wasn’t fair. Emmett knew that. He’d seen good people lose everything they had. He’d seen a sure thing fall flat and wipe out someone’s life savings. Shit happened. He certainly wasn’t going to cry himself to sleep over a childish battle with the stuck-up chick across the street.

			“Any way we could plant a dead rat in the bakery and report her to the health department?”

			Joy looked sweet, like Tinker Bell or something, but she was a devious little thing. He needed to remember that and not give her a reason to use her skills on him. “I like the way your brain works, Joy, but I don’t think it calls for that yet. In the meantime, I’m going to drink a cup of coffee and perk up. You better go over and see what Curt and Jesse want to drink.”

			She reluctantly returned to work, leaving Emmett alone at the bar. That wouldn’t last. He glanced down at his watch. It was almost time for the crowd. Jesse and Curt tended to lead the pack. He started filling pretzel bowls and making sure the chill chest was stocked with bottled imports.

			People started filing in not long after that. From there, it was a steady pace of drinks and a steady roar of voices. Before he knew it, the band was there to set up. Their first set would start at nine, so they’d have a solid hour of playing before the cops shut them down. Considering Madelyn was already in bed, possibly asleep, the sooner they could start playing, the better.

			The band was definitely a draw. By the time they started to play, the bar was wall-to-wall people. Every seat was taken and a crowd had filled the dance floor to stand in front of the stage. Joy could hardly keep up with orders, and with so many people, they had to cash out all the tabs and just have people pay as they drank. Emmett was filling glasses as soon as he pulled them out of the dishwasher. It was an amazing turnout and he was thrilled.

			Until he saw Officer Chamberlain come in the door. The Chamberlain brothers were no strangers to Woody’s. Despite Madelyn’s protests about alcohol, her three brothers frequented the place fairly often. But Simon rarely arrived in uniform. It was just Emmett’s luck that his nemesis would have a police officer in the family. That gave her an unfair advantage. He didn’t have any family in Rosewood, and had only a few friends—if you could call them that. There wasn’t really anyone who would bail him out of jail, much less help him get someone else arrested.

			Emmett glanced at his watch again and noticed it was only nine forty-five. His gaze followed Simon as he weaved through the crowd of people to get to the bar. He squeezed in between a couple of guys and waved to get Emmett’s attention.

			“Evening, Officer Chamberlain,” Emmett said. “You’re early.”

			Simon snorted and shook his head. From what Emmett understood, Simon was one of the youngest of the family. There was another sister who had just gone off to college at the University of Alabama, but she was obviously too young to be in Woody’s. Even at his young age, Simon looked tired. As many times as he or Sheriff Todd had been by the bar in the last few weeks, he understood how they felt. Simon worked the night shift lately, so despite Woody’s being on the wrong side of the law, Emmett and Simon were kindred spirits of a sort.

			“Well, I was driving around and I noticed what time it was. I figured since it was so busy tonight, I should go ahead and come this way, get a parking space, and settle in for the call from dispatch.”

			“Can I get you a soda or something?”

			Simon nodded. “Something with caffeine would be great.”

			Emmett poured him a Coke and handed it over. The noise level in the bar went down a touch as the band opted to take a short break. He wanted to talk to Simon, but the end of the set meant that everyone would be scrambling for refills. “I’m about to get slammed. I’ll be back.”

			Emmett watched Joy make a beeline to join him behind the bar and they teamed up to pour and ring up orders. The rush faded after about ten minutes, letting him return to Simon for some quiet conversation without the band’s screeching amplifiers in the background.

			“Need a refill?” he asked.

			“Nah, I’m fine, thanks,” Simon said as he turned to look around the bar. “You’ve got a full house tonight.”

			“Everyone’s really excited about the band. I’ve got it turned down as low as it makes sense, but the crowd’s got to be able to hear it over the sound of everyone in here.”

			Simon nodded wearily. “I know. Believe me, I know. And Sheriff Todd knows, too. We’ve never gotten a single complaint about Woody’s until Maddie started in. I get that she goes to bed super early, but she should’ve known what she was getting herself into.”

			“Are you guys going to do something to help me out or are you just going to fine me until you have enough money to buy a couple of new police cruisers?”

			“I don’t know what to do. We’re stuck between a rock and a hard place. Technically, I need to keep fining you, but it seems stupid. Maddie just has a bee in her bonnet about this place and she’s not going to let it go.”

			The crowd applauded as the band returned to the stage and prepared to start their second set. Hopefully a set that would last longer than . . . Emmett looked down at his watch again . . . seven minutes. “So, you can go ahead and write me another citation,” he said. “But I’m not telling the band to give up early. They drove all the way here and a lot of people came out to see them. If you’ll let me go until eleven, I’ll keep karaoke night down tomorrow.”

			“I understand. Eleven sounds pretty reasonable for a Friday night. I’m just going to stay around here unless I get an emergency call. I figure Maddie will call the station a second time if the music doesn’t stop, so there’s no sense in me leaving. They’re really good, actually.”

			Emmett watched Simon turn and listen with interest to the band. Even though he was a police officer, it was easy to forget that he wasn’t even twenty-three yet. He’d probably much rather be listening to the band and trying to get laid like every other kid his age instead of playing the role of spoilsport because of his sister.

			He refilled Simon’s soda and poured a couple of beers for customers. The band was about halfway through the second song when the radio on Simon’s shoulder chirped.

			“We’ve got another sound complaint at Woody’s Bar. Car twenty-eight, can you respond? She’s your sister.”

			Emmett smirked as Simon rolled his eyes. “Copy that. This is car twenty-eight. I’m at the bar and will address the issue.”

			He expected Simon to stand up or do something official, but instead, he smiled, took a sip of his soda, and turned back to watch the band.

			Tonight was going to be interesting, Emmett thought to himself and poured another drink.
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			Ridiculous. This was ridiculous.

			Maddie looked at her clock. It was past ten thirty and the music hadn’t stopped. She’d called the police department and they said they’d send over a car, but nothing had changed.

			Even if the music did stop, she couldn’t sleep. She was too wound up with irritation. Flinging back the covers, she turned on the lights and started getting dressed. She pulled her hair into a bun and shuffled downstairs. She was going over to the bar and dealing with this herself.

			Stepping out onto her porch, she paused for a moment. The bar was overrun with people. The parking lot was full and there were cars lining the sidewalk up and down the street. There was even a police cruiser parked there. She’d seen the marquee advertising that the Maui Dragons were playing tonight, but she had no clue who they were. Apparently other people did.

			She wasn’t going to let that stop her. If she backed down now, Emmett would never quiet down. It’d gotten exponentially louder in the last two weeks, which made her wonder if Miss Francine had given her bad advice. She’d told her this was war, so Maddie was ready for battle, but she felt like even when she won, she was losing.

			How long could the two of them keep this up? He was breaking the law; surely the fines would eventually hurt his business. As for Maddie, there were only so many protests and tea parties she could organize. If a near-daily fine from the police wasn’t enough to quiet things down, what else could she possibly do?

			She was about to find out.

			Taking a deep breath and steeling herself, she marched across the street and through the front door of the bar. She’d actually only set foot into Woody’s once before, when she tried to talk to Emmett about the noise the first time. Bars were not exactly her hangout of choice, although she knew her brothers liked to come here and watch football. Maddie didn’t care about any of that.

			Inside, she was immediately struck by the stale stench of beer, pretzels, and the unmistakable body odor that comes from too many people crammed into a room too small and too warm. If the police didn’t work out, perhaps she could call Mack the fire chief. They had to be over capacity for a place this size.

			It was also louder than she ever expected. She’d thought it was loud when she listened to the band from her bedroom, but this was a whole new experience. How these people didn’t have bleeding ears, she didn’t know.

			Turning away from the band, she headed toward the bar to find Emmett. Before she could lay eyes on him, she found an unexpected traitor sitting on a stool and sipping a soda.

			“Simon Chamberlain!” she shouted, although the music dulled the effect of the sharp accusation.

			Simon turned to look at her, but he didn’t seem impressed by her arrival. He set his drink down and leaned his elbow on the bar. “Evenin’, Maddie.”

			“Don’t you Evenin’, Maddie me. I call the cops to shut this circus down and find you here enjoying the music.”

			“I wrote him a ticket,” Simon said with a shrug that supposedly made everything okay.

			“And?”

			He shrugged. “And he didn’t care. He promised me the set would be over by eleven. It’s almost time, so why don’t you go home, have a nice cup of chamomile tea, and by the time you’re ready to go back to bed, the music will be over.”

			“I don’t like your tone, Simon. I’ll not be patronized by my baby brother.”

			“You say that like you’re so much older than I am. Get over yourself.”

			She hadn’t gone to the bar to be insulted by her own brother. He was the law, and yet, he was ignoring the law to suit himself. “Whose side are you on, Officer Chamberlain? Are you taking bribes from Emmett?”

			“Hey now.” Simon stood up and gazed down at her with an unhappy expression, drawing his brows together. He’d certainly grown a lot over the last few years. For so long, Simon had been the pipsqueak of the family. In high school, he shot up to the same height as his brothers, but he was thin and lean like a beanpole. It seemed like age and the uniform made him appear larger and more intimidating than she remembered.

			“You might be my sister but I’m not going to let you insinuate something ugly like that,” he warned. “It’s not a felony, it’s a noise ordinance, Maddie.”

			“Madelyn,” Emmett said, pushing between them. “Didn’t expect to ever see you in here again.”

			Maddie took a step back. She didn’t like being that close to Emmett. He was so tall and broad shouldered he made Simon suddenly look smaller. It was bad enough she could feel Emmett’s body heat radiate through his shirt, and smell the woodsy scent of his soap. That alone made her pulse shoot up and her cheeks burn. She didn’t need to risk actually touching him.

			“I don’t want to be here,” she snapped, moving even farther away from the two men. “I’d much prefer to be asleep, but you seem determined to make that impossible.”

			“I’m sorry,” Emmett said in a deep soothing voice that almost made her believe him. “Would you rather I gather twenty drunks to sing Disney songs outside your bedroom window?”

			Maddie couldn’t help the wicked smile spreading across her face. That had been a particularly fun day for her. She hadn’t planned it that way, but when the little girls insisted on singing, she decided they were far too talented not to share it with the world. But mostly with Emmett.

			“Look at that smile,” Emmett noted. “You’re enjoying making me miserable. You’re a beautiful sadist.”

			Maddie tried to ignore the sudden feeling of lightness in her chest when he called her beautiful. The sadist part that followed should’ve negated the compliment, but somehow it didn’t. She hadn’t had a man say she was beautiful in a really long time. If only the words hadn’t come out of the mouth of the last man she wanted to hear them from.

			“Y-you . . .” she stuttered, “are enjoying this, too. You could’ve backed down, but you’ve only made it worse. Don’t make me out to be the bad guy.”

			“Yeah, but every time I piss you off it costs me five hundred bucks. You haven’t had to lay out a dime.”

			“That’s not true,” Maddie argued. “I bought a china cabinet I didn’t even need just so I could get it delivered.”

			Emmett groaned and threw his hands into the air. “It’s impossible to reason with someone who goes to these kind of lengths just to spite me.”

			“To spite you?” Maddie said, her voice rising an octave in aggravation. “I just want you and your merry band of drunks to shut up.”

			Emmett leaned into her, getting mere inches from her face. She could see the faint gray circles and lines of weariness around his mossy-green eyes. He wasn’t sleeping and it was her doing. She was pleased and horrified by that fact. They were both miserable, but both too stubborn to back down.

			“This merry band of drunks was here first!” he declared.

			“I’m tired of this,” Simon complained, separating the two of them with his arm. “Sheriff Todd is tired of this. You two need to work this out and stop wasting taxpayer time and money policing your little squabble.”

			“Little squabble?” Maddie shrieked.

			“Yes. And I can think of only one way to resolve this.”

			Maddie’s brows drew together in confusion as she watched her brother reach for his belt. Before she could react or even come to terms with what was happening, Simon clamped the cold steel of a handcuff around her left wrist. She could only stare at it, agape, as he reached over and did the same to Emmett’s right wrist.

			“What the hell?” Emmett said, reacting far faster than Maddie had been able to. “What are you doing, Simon?”

			“I’m ending this. Tonight.” There was a finality in Simon’s voice that she didn’t like.

			“The joke is over, Simon,” Maddie said. “Now, take these off.”

			“I will. I’ll be back at six a.m. when I get off my shift.”

			Maddie’s jaw dropped in horror as her brother turned and walked out of the bar without so much as a backward glance. She wanted to run after Simon, to talk some sense into him, but she couldn’t with a blond, two-hundred-pound anchor attached to her arm.

			“Oh my God,” she groaned as she let her gaze travel over the handcuffs to where Emmett was shackled to her. “What are we going to do?”

			Emmett eyed their wrists and shrugged. He seemed mildly irritated, but not at all agitated by the situation. It was infuriating how he didn’t seem to react to the things that made her blood pressure skyrocket. “My first suggestion would be to do shots to take the edge off.”

			Shots? “Um, no. I don’t drink.”

			“Suit yourself.” Emmett reached across the bar with his free hand for a bottle of whiskey and poured himself a short glass, slamming it back in one gulp.

			“Now what?” she asked.

			“Well, I guess you’re going to come help me behind the bar.”

			“Excuse me? I’m not a waitress. I’m a classically trained pastry chef.”

			He didn’t seem impressed. “That’s nice. I’m not a waitress, either. I’m a bartender, and tonight, that means you are, too. Come on.”

			Emmett tugged and Maddie moved. There was no negotiation. He had a good seventy pounds on her, and unless she wanted the handcuff to rub her wrist raw, she had to follow.

			Tonight, Maddie was a bartender. But after the bar closed, she’d make certain that Emmett took his turn as a baker’s assistant.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“What are you doing?”

			Maddie’s sharp, critical tone was the last thing Emmett needed after more than six hours of being handcuffed to the woman. It was barely five in the morning on a Saturday, the time when he would normally kick back, watch a little television, and unwind before going to bed. Instead, he was in the kitchen of Madelyn’s Bakery attempting to make cookies.

			After making their way through the rest of the evening at the bar and closing down at two, she’d helped him and Joy clean. Maddie seemed almost resigned to her chore, not voicing a single complaint, which made him worry that he was in for it.

			Boy was he right. He thought maybe they could go upstairs to his place and nap on the couch until Simon showed up, but the minute they locked up at Woody’s, she’d started tugging him down the block to the bakery. She insisted that if she had to work at the bar, he had to work at the bakery. She was probably regretting that right now, since everything he did was wrong.

			Emmett looked down at the pile of dough in front of him and shook his head. He was wearing a pink ruffled apron, a hairnet, and food service gloves. Maddie had put a large bowl of cookie dough in front of him and told him to roll it into balls on a cookie sheet while she mixed up something in the stand mixer beside him. Looking over at his handiwork, he could see why she was upset. There were a sad dozen balls of dough on the sheet, all varying in shape and size. Some of them couldn’t really even qualify as balls. “I really have no idea,” he admitted.

			With a sigh, she turned off the mixer and used her free hand to dip an ice-cream scooper into the dough. She dispensed it into her left hand and rolled it into a neat ball before placing it on the tray. “See? Use the scoop to get even sizes. They should be about as big as walnuts and perfectly round so they bake evenly.”

			“That’s all well and good, except that job takes two hands and I’ve only got one. Every time I get started, you tug me over to the oven.”

			“It’s the simplest task I have for you to do,” she said, using her free hand to brush her hair out of her face in exasperation. “This isn’t as easy as pouring drinks and doling out salty snacks.”

			It was just like her to belittle everything he did. She might think running a bar was a ridiculous way to live, but he enjoyed it and felt good about his job. His customers were happy and he saw to it that they got home safe each night. That was more than he could say about his last job, where the bottom line was more important than the people. “You think running a bar is easy?”

			She shrugged and detached the bowl from the mixer. “I don’t know a thing about running a place like that, but it certainly doesn’t require two years of study in Paris.”

			There she went with that superiority thing again. “You know, Fancy Pants, that’s your problem.”

			Her eyes widened as he used his new favorite nickname for her. He didn’t know why it would offend her. She was a fancy pants, through and through. She should wear that badge with as much pride as she wore that silly pink apron. “I don’t have a problem.”

			“Yes, you do. You think you’re so much better than everyone else, but you’re not. So what? You studied in Paris. Estelle was a self-taught baker using her grandmother’s recipes, and you know what? Her chocolate chip cookies were better than yours.”

			Maddie gasped. “My chocolate chip cookies are made with vanilla beans from Madagascar and chopped milk and dark chocolate from Switzerland!”

			Somehow that was supposed to explain everything. “It’s a cookie, not a piece of art that needs provenance to display in a gallery. Some people just want what’s familiar. Nobody’s grandma used vanilla beans from Madagascar. They used the bottled brown stuff from the grocery store with a bag of Toll House chocolate chips. Importing all that fancy stuff might make you feel special, and the cookies might be tasty enough, but it doesn’t make you better because you went to all that trouble. Frankly, I think it would hurt your bottom line.”

			“What do you know about my bottom line?”

			“Please,” Emmett snorted. He knew more about financial management than she ever would. “You think you’re going to pay back your daddy for this place while you blow money on embossed pink pastry boxes and imported chocolate? This isn’t a patisserie on the Champs-Élysées, Fancy Pants. It’s a bakery in Nowhere, Alabama. You might think it sets you apart to use all that stuff, but to be successful, you need to know your customer. People around here don’t care where Madagascar is, much less if that’s where your vanilla comes from.”

			“People want high-quality products, and that’s what I’m going to give them. My clientele is a little more sophisticated than yours. I suppose you’re well versed in your customers and what they want, right? Beer and football.”

			“Damn right, and that’s what I give them.” Emmett turned to face her and leaned down so she heard every word he said. “They want a place to relax and unwind. They want some drinks. They want to watch sports and listen to music. And if they want to hear live music, I’ll give it to them. You might think that I started bringing those bands in just to keep you up at night, but you’re giving yourself a little too much real estate in my brain, Fancy. It doesn’t have anything to do with you. It has to do with my business and my livelihood. You’re just an unwelcome distraction.”

			Maddie looked up at him, her full bottom lip trembling slightly as he railed at her. Was she upset that she wasn’t more important to him? He couldn’t imagine she would be. He was nothing to her—an insolent peasant.

			“Earlier you said I was beautiful—a sadist—but beautiful. Am I distracting because I drive you crazy or because I’m beautiful?” she asked in a breathy voice that made his chest and his pants tighten at the same time.

			Those pouty lips made him want to run the pad of his thumb across them and kiss away her frown. It was a ridiculously unhelpful thought, but like he’d said, she was a distraction in a variety of ways. He wished she wasn’t so attractive because that just crossed the wires in his brain. He’d much prefer her outsides matched her annoying insides, then it would be easy to ignore her. Over the last few weeks of their war, he probably spent more time lying in bed thinking about her than he had lying there listening to her latest sleep sabotage.

			She had the shiniest hair he’d ever seen. It was always up in a ponytail or a bun, which was a shame because it was like shimmering chestnut silk. He wanted to know what it would look like if it fell free around her shoulders. He wondered how it’d feel to run his fingers through it. Her skin was like porcelain and her eyes like the shells of a robin’s egg. Maddie’s every feature was delicate and feminine, rousing a protective nature in him he wasn’t used to.

			And then she opened her mouth and ruined everything.

			Even now, handcuffed to her, he wondered what she’d do if he kissed her. Maybe this was his chance. It wasn’t like she could get away. It’d almost be worth it to see the look on her face. And maybe once he kissed her, he’d realize there wasn’t anything special about her and he could focus on something else.

			“Both,” he said, inching closer to her. He expected her to pull away, at least as far as she was able, but she stayed in place. His left hand reached out for her cheek and he stroked her skin.

			Maddie stiffened initially at his touch, then her eyes closed and she leaned into him. He hadn’t expected that reaction at all. Emboldened by her response, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. He wasn’t sure what kissing her would be like, but the reality was far, far better than he ever could’ve anticipated. For someone so uptight and critical, her lips were soft and inviting. She molded to him without an ounce of tension in her body. She seemed to welcome his touch, even groaning softly as his free hand stroked the long line of her neck.

			It was the sound that jerked him back to reality. What was he doing? She might be beautiful, but she was a total pain in the ass. She was the kind of high-maintenance woman who expected a kiss to lead to something more official and that was not at all what he was interested in. He just wanted to blow off some of their aggression in a more pleasurable fashion.

			He abruptly pulled back. When their lips parted, they stayed still and close, the heat of their bodies together making the air warm around them. He could smell the scent of her skin when they were this close. It wasn’t a harsh perfume, but something soft, almost like lavender-scented soap or lotion. He imagined she had a very intensive nightly ritual with expensive French skin creams. Her skin was so soft and supple, he could almost imagine what it would be like to massage a scented cream into it.

			“What was that?” she asked softly.

			“A kiss.”

			“Why?” Her blue eyes searched his face.

			“Because apparently I’m a masochist.”

			Maddie frowned and her delicate eyebrows knit together. He could just see her brain whirling as she tried to figure out what he meant by that. Before she could say anything, the buzzer on one of the ovens went off. She pulled as far away from him as she could, her cheeks flushing an attractive pink like her apron. Cool air rushed between them, bringing them both to their senses. Shaking her head, she led him over to the oven, where she pulled out pans of lemon pound cake and banana bread.

			Impossible women. He had a fatal attraction to impossible women. He needed some damn therapy.

			[image: ]

			Simon was waiting outside Woody’s when they arrived. He was leaning casually on the hood of the squad car, sipping a cup of coffee from Ellen’s Diner down the street.

			Thank goodness he was on time. Maddie couldn’t wait to regain her freedom. She’d gotten only about two hours of sleep before all this started, and there was nothing she could do about it now. She would go back to her place for a shower and a cup of strong coffee, but then she had to get back to the kitchen. The shop opened in two hours and she was way behind on her baking. Having one arm handcuffed to Emmett had slowed everything to a crawl. They’d managed to make just a few loaves of sweet breads, a tray of sticky buns, and some lemon bars in three hours. She needed to get back in there and crank out about a dozen other items before the shop opened. She could only thank her stars she didn’t have a wedding cake being picked up today.

			“Did you two play nice?” Simon asked.

			“Extremely,” Emmett replied with a smug smile on his face.

			Maddie blushed bright red at his words. She couldn’t help it. It was bad enough she’d let sleep deprivation lower her guard; she didn’t want everyone to know what she’d done. Especially not her brother. If Simon knew, the whole family would soon know she’d made out with the local bartender, and she’d never hear the end of it. Maddie never made out with anyone, so it would turn into a huge thing. “We didn’t kill each other,” she offered, “if that’s what you were hoping for.”

			“I don’t endorse bloodshed,” Simon said. “I was just hoping you two would take this time together to talk over your issues and find a way to peacefully coexist on the same street. Any ground covered there?”

			“Not really,” Emmett admitted, and he was right. They’d shared a long night together, but not one moment of it was spent discussing how they were going to learn to get along. They were both far too focused on how they would make it through the night, much less worry about the future.

			“Well, you two better figure out how to play nicely or I’ll do this again. Don’t think I won’t.” Simon pulled out his keys and unlatched the cuffs. “Free at last,” he announced.

			“Thank the Lord,” Emmett said, rubbing his wrist and sighing in contentment.

			Maddie scoffed at his expression of relief despite the fact that he’d taken the words right out of her mouth. “You’d think being handcuffed to me was the worst thing in the world.”

			“Well, it certainly wasn’t a picnic.”

			“Hey,” Maddie complained. “I was being nice. I helped at the bar and, more important, I didn’t once ask to use the restroom.”

			Emmett’s eyes widened. Apparently he hadn’t considered how much closer they would’ve gotten if nature had called with any sort of urgency over the last few hours. “Well, thank you for your help, Fancy. The next time Joy calls in sick, I’ll be sure to give you a call.”

			Maddie snorted. She couldn’t imagine herself working at a place like that. Being surrounded by grabby drunks was her idea of her personal hell. “Don’t waste your breath, Emmett. I’m not taking another step into that dirty, stinky bar of yours.”

			Emmett’s eyes brightened in excitement, his face lighting up despite the exhaustion on his face. “Is that a promise? Can I hold you to your word? It’s not nice of you to tease about something like that.”

			“Can you two keep it down? It’s six in the morning and there are houses nearby,” Simon interjected, but neither of them paid him any attention.

			“I wish it were a promise,” Maddie said, planting her hands on her hips, “but that would require you keeping the noise down so I can stay away.”

			Emmett snorted in contempt. “At this point, I’d unplug the jukebox so I don’t have to see your face ever again.”

			“If only that were true,” Maddie snapped.

			“If what were true?”

			“Seriously, you guys, you’re disturbing the peace,” Simon complained. “Don’t make me take you in. I’m off duty and I’d much rather go home and go to bed than head back to the station and fill out all that paperwork.”

			“That you don’t want to see my face,” Maddie continued. “I think that’s a lie. You seemed quite pleased by it earlier.”

			“And you weren’t pleased?” Emmett challenged. “You certainly acted like you were having a good time. You were practically purring in my arms.”

			She had been. But she wasn’t going to admit how easily she reacted to his touch. That kiss had set off explosions in her walled-up libido, knocking down barriers and freeing the beast she’d tried very hard to keep tamed. Emmett was not the kind of man she was usually attracted to. Everything about him flew in the face of the values she held dear. And yet, when he touched her, all bets were off. Her body had betrayed her in that moment and she’d have to fight twice as hard to resist him from now on.

			“I was exhausted and you took advantage of that.”

			“Oh, please.” Emmett rolled his eyes. “You wanted me to kiss you.”

			“I did not!” Maddie stomped her foot on the sidewalk. “The last thing I want is a man like you touching me.”

			“You guys kissed?” Simon asked, looking thoroughly confused by the conversation blowing past him.

			“Don’t lie, Fancy,” Emmett said. “You stood there with those pouty lips and looked up at me with big, innocent eyes, asking if I thought you were beautiful when you know damn well that you are. If you didn’t want me to kiss you, what was that all about?”

			“It’s none of your business what that is all about!” she shouted. Maddie wasn’t about to admit to him that she hadn’t been kissed since Paris. That she was lonely in that big house with nothing but her business to occupy her mind. That would just expose her Achilles’ heel to a man who was her enemy, despite everything that had happened tonight. “I don’t have to explain my actions to you.”

			“You’re right, you don’t,” Emmett said, holding up his arms in surrender. “And I don’t have to explain my actions to you, either.”

			“You’re both under arrest,” Simon said, his voice flat. “You have the right to remain silent . . .”

			With their arguing back and forth, it took Maddie a moment to realize that her brother was reading them their Miranda rights. “Simon, what are you doing?”

			“. . . if you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided to you,” he continued.

			“Is your brother seriously arresting us?” Emmett asked.

			“Yep,” Simon confirmed after he finished his spiel. “Sheriff Todd said that the handcuffs tonight were your last chance and if you two started any more trouble, I was to haul both of you in for disturbing the peace.”

			“You can’t be serious,” Maddie said. Arrested? Her? She’d never even gotten detention in high school, much less committed a crime.

			“Serious as a heart attack,” Simon said, clamping a cuff back around her newly freed wrist.

			“You’re not going to handcuff us together again, are you?” she asked with a pleading edge in her voice.

			“Nope.” Simon pulled out a second pair of cuffs. “This time, you each get your own set.” He twisted her arm behind her back and clicked the other handcuff into place before turning and doing the same to Emmett.

			“Okay, now, off to the sheriff’s department. March or I’ll put you in the back of my squad car and Instagram it before I drive you around the block.”

			Maddie immediately started down the street. She couldn’t risk this moment getting memorialized on social media. This was humiliating enough. Thank goodness it was dawn on a Saturday. Any later and someone might actually see her perp-walk down First Avenue toward the police station.

			It was quiet when they arrived. It surprised her after all the police dramas she’d seen on television, but, then again, Rosewood was hardly a mecca for hard crime. Simon led them back to his desk, where he began the paperwork. To her horror, he made them pose for mug shots and then fingerprinted them both for their brand-new criminal case files.

			“I can’t believe I now have a criminal record!” Maddie wailed, trying to get the black ink off her fingertips with the baby wipe Simon gave her.

			“I guess you’ll never be First Lady,” Emmett said. He was slumped in his chair as though none of this bothered him at all. Apparently, this wasn’t his first arrest.

			“You shut up. This is all your fault.”

			“I doubt that,” Emmett said flatly.

			“I certainly haven’t been arrested before,” she said.

			“And I have?” he challenged.

			“Haven’t you? You seem remarkably calm for a first-time offender.”

			“You don’t know anything about me, Fancy, so don’t pretend that you do. You sit in your fussy little historical home and bake your snooty little pastries, all the while judging everyone around you, but you don’t know anything, little girl.”

			“I know better than to let a man like you kiss me a second time.”

			“Oh, good, we’ve gotten that cleared up. I was worried you might want me to do it again, and I’d hate to disappoint you.”

			“Disappoint me? Please. I’ll be just fine without your whiskey-tainted breath on my lips.”

			They paused in their argument as another officer came in. He sat down at a desk opposite Simon’s and started filling out some paperwork.

			“Whatcha got, Grady?” Simon asked.

			The other officer looked up with a grin. “We’ve got another giant penis. This one is on the water tower.”

			“Damn,” Simon swore. “That’s going to be hard to clean off.”

			“It’s the fourth one in less than three weeks. The Rosewood Times has started calling him the Penis Picasso.”

			“Penis Picasso?” Simon nearly choked on the words. Emmett chuckled in his seat beside her.

			Maddie shook her head. She hadn’t heard anything about more crude graffiti popping up, but she wasn’t surprised. The teenagers in town were bored. Rosewood was a dull place for kids that age. Outside of school activities and sports, there was nothing to do. It wasn’t much better for the adults in town. That’s why so many of them loitered at Woody’s and drooled over local gossip. But the Penis Picasso? Who would come up with a name so ridiculous? It would just call attention to the artist and make them go out of their way to do more.

			All she knew was that if a penis showed up on the side of her bakery, heads would roll. She’d track that little bastard down and watch him repaint her wall.

			“What’ve you got, Simon?” Grady looked over at Maddie and Emmett as they sat sulking in their chairs.

			“Disturbing the peace and disorderly conduct.”

			Grady frowned at the two of them. “Isn’t that your older sister?”

			Simon sighed. “It is. It’s such an embarrassment for the family, you know? I’m sure it will break my grandmother’s heart to know her oldest granddaughter is a common criminal.”

			Maddie wished she had free hands to reach out and throttle him. “Oh, Granny’s gonna hear about it all right,” she taunted, “but when I’m done, you’re going to be the one in trouble, Simon. This whole thing is totally uncalled for.”

			“Oh yeah?” her brother challenged. “We’ll just wait and see what she has to say after you go in front of the judge Monday morning.”

			Maddie shot up in her chair. She thought she would pay a fine and go home. Facing a judge made it seem a lot more serious. Her best friend, Lydia Whittaker, had a run-in with the local judge the year before over an incident during the Rosewood Fall Festival parade. Her antics had ruined it for everyone, traumatizing the newly crowned Miss Rosewood and nearly breaking Ivy Hudson’s neck. The judge had thrown the book at her, giving her a huge number of community service hours and an outrageous fine. But in Lydia’s case someone could’ve been hurt, and frankly, she deserved it. This dustup with Emmett wasn’t nearly as serious, and yet her stomach started turning somersaults in her belly. “The judge?”

			“Yep,” Simon said with a smile that unnerved her. “I can’t wait to see what Judge Griffin says about your little neighborhood battle.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Maddie was the walking dead by the afternoon. She was in the kitchen with her head down on the counter, asleep, when the door chime startled her awake.

			“Let’s go to lunch,” she heard her friend Lydia shout from out front.

			Looking down at her watch she realized she was past due to eat. Maybe some food and a caffeinated drink would help her make it to closing time. “Give me a minute,” Maddie shouted back. She slipped out of her apron and checked herself in the mirror before grabbing her purse.

			“How about we go get a slice at Pizza Palace?” Lydia suggested with a perfect and practiced smile. Lydia had always had the looks and poise of a Miss Alabama finalist. Her thick blond hair was styled flawlessly. Her cornflower-blue eyes were bright and lined by dark, full lashes. Her straight, white teeth nearly glowed against the golden tan of her skin.

			Frankly, although they were best friends, Maddie rarely liked to stand beside her. She was an attractive woman, too, but it was hard to remember that next to Chef Barbie. She wasn’t just beautiful; she was the talented executive chef at Whittaker’s.

			Maddie self-consciously smoothed her hand over her hair and nodded. Pizza Palace was close, fast, and easy. “Okay.” She flipped the WILL RETURN sign, locked the door, and walked with Lydia down the sidewalk to the local pizza place.

			“So, what’s been going on with you?” Lydia asked as they settled at a table with slices of pizza and drinks.

			Lydia typically opened with that so once Maddie answered, she could dominate the rest of the conversation with her life’s drama, guilt-free. Maddie didn’t really mind, since she didn’t usually have much going on. Her love life was nonexistent. Lydia didn’t really care about renovations in the bakery. Listening to Lydia’s tales kept things interesting. Today, however, she had more to tell than usual.

			“You look rough today,” Lydia continued. “If I were you, I’d invest in some good concealer for those under-eye circles.”

			“I don’t need concealer,” Maddie snapped. Lydia was always too quick to point out things like that. “I need more than two hours of sleep a night.”

			Lydia leaned in with interest. “Is there something fun happening that I don’t know about? Is some guy keeping you up all night?”

			“No and yes,” Maddie answered. “No, it isn’t fun, but yes, Emmett Sawyer is keeping me up all night.”

			“The hot bartender?”

			“I suppose you could say that, although it’s hard to notice when we’re fighting about the noise at the bar. We’ve been going back and forth for weeks. This morning, it reached a head and we both ended up getting arrested.”

			Lydia wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Arrested? God, Maddie. Does your daddy know?”

			Maddie wasn’t sure. Simon might have said something. “I haven’t spoken to anyone about it yet.”

			“I’m sure he could make all that go away.”

			Maddie shrugged off her suggestion. It was entirely possible that her family could pull strings and fix this for her, but she wasn’t sure she wanted that. Emmett already treated her like an entitled little princess. That’s exactly what he expected her to do.

			“I mean, what’s the point of being the most important family in town if it doesn’t do you any good? I wish I’d been able to get out of my little situation last year. Community service is not fun.”

			She didn’t have much to say about that, so Maddie took a bite of her pizza and let it lie. She didn’t look up again until she heard Lydia make a sound of irritation. Maddie turned in time to see Pepper walk past their table to order at the counter. Normally, Maddie would’ve said something smart, but she held her tongue today. The last time she said something ugly about Pepper, Grant tried to stab her with a serving fork. She needed to keep peace in the family, and Pepper was going to be a part of that soon enough. Maddie actually went as far as to wave at Pepper as she left with her takeout.

			“I can’t believe Trailer Park is going to be a Chamberlain,” Lydia complained, using the old nickname they’d both called Pepper in high school.

			Maddie winced, hoping Pepper was out of earshot. “Lydia,” she chastised.

			“What? You can’t tell me that your granny is happy about all this.”

			“She actually is, although I don’t think Grant would care either way. He does what he wants.”

			Lydia made another irritated sound. “Then she must be getting senile.”

			Adelia Chamberlain was anything but senile. Maddie thought about pointing out that Lydia’s poor attitude just made her sound jealous, but she didn’t think that would help things. She needed to finish her lunch and get through the longest day ever.

			Saturday night after closing the bakery, Maddie drove out to the family home on Willow Lake. She opened the front door of the antebellum mansion and waltzed in as though she still lived there—which she had, all her life, until she went to Paris, and then after she returned for a year or so before she bought the Victorian on Daisy Drive. The house was quiet when she entered, a far cry from her childhood.

			At one time, the twelve residents of the house had kept it in a state of constant chaos. Add in a few friends of the children, a lady over to have tea with Granny, and the whole house was abuzz with activity. Now, the house seemed sad and lonely. Grandpa Chamberlain had died several years back. All six of the kids had moved out. Her baby sister, Hazel, was the last to go off to college just a month ago. That left her parents, Norman and Helen, her grandmother Adelia, and the two servants, Cookie and Winston.

			“Hello?” Maddie shouted into the open hall at the bottom of the staircase.

			“I’m in here, dear.”

			Maddie instantly recognized the voice of her grandmother. That was exactly who she was here to see. Her father was a lawyer, so you’d think Maddie would go straight to him with legal troubles, but despite what Lydia said, that was a last resort. Her father would beat his chest, call his friends, and before she knew it, Emmett would lose his liquor license and have to close down the bar.

			While that would solve her problem, that wasn’t what Maddie wanted. Despite their back and forths, she didn’t want Emmett to lose everything he’d worked for. All she wanted was to get out of this legal snafu and find another way to make peace with her neighbor. That’s where her grandmother came in.

			Maddie found her in her library behind the large mahogany desk. She was in the middle of some correspondence and bill paying, judging by the sprawl of paper, envelopes, and an open checkbook on the blotter.

			“Evening, Granny.”

			Adelia Chamberlain looked up from her paperwork and smiled at her granddaughter. “Hello, Madelyn. What brings you to the house? Isn’t it your bedtime?”

			It certainly felt like it. Getting two hours of sleep, spending all night handcuffed to Emmett, and losing even more time at the police station had left her with zero energy. But this was important. “Almost. I needed to talk to you, though.”

			“Have a seat,” she said, gesturing to the chair. “I’ll have Cookie bring us some tea.”

			Maddie expected her grandmother to ring the old brass bell she’d used to summon the help her whole life, but instead, she picked up the phone on her desk and typed away, squinting at the screen despite the glasses perched on the tip of her nose.

			“Did you just text Cookie for tea?”

			“Yes, dear. It seems far more civilized, don’t you think?”

			It did, she just didn’t expect her aged grandmother to have anything to do with gadgetry like that.

			“So what’s the problem?”

			Maddie took a deep breath before she launched into her tale. She started with the noise, the battles, and finally, with the handcuffing incident that led to the arrest that morning. She left out the kiss. That would just complicate matters, and she refused to admit that she had a weakness where Emmett was concerned.

			“When do you see Judge Griffin?” Adelia asked when the tale was finished.

			“Monday morning. I’ll have to close the shop for a few hours.”

			Adelia nodded thoughtfully but didn’t say anything. That made Maddie anxious. She knew full well that her grandmother and Judge Griffin were friends. Before her grandpa died, they’d all played golf and vacationed on the Gulf together. She shouldn’t have to piece all this together for her grandmother.

			Cookie, the woman who ran the kitchen at the Chamberlain mansion, arrived just then with a platter. She sat it on the edge of the desk. “Evening, Miss Madelyn. It’s good to see you.”

			“How are you, Cookie?”

			The plump older woman grinned at her. She was eternally pleasant, which Maddie could never understand. As a child, Cookie had been Maddie’s favorite person in the world. She’d let the oldest Chamberlain daughter into her sacred kitchen and taught her to bake. It’d changed Maddie’s life and for that, she would always be grateful.

			“I’m doing well,” Cookie said as she poured two cups of tea. “I’ve got a lovely roast in the oven if you’re staying for dinner. Just be sure not to eat too many of these shortbread cookies or you’ll ruin your appetite.”

			Maddie’s eyes widened as she noticed the delicate china plate filled with her favorite cookies in the whole world. She would never admit it to another living soul, but Cookie’s shortbread was her Waterloo. No matter how many times she attempted to make them or how many times Cookie went over the recipe with her, she could never get them to turn out just right.

			“Oh, Cookie, you know how much I love these. It’ll be hard to stop eating them.” Especially when she was desperate for caffeine and sugar.

			Cookie grinned. “Let me know if you need anything else, Miss Adelia.” Without another word, she slipped from the room and disappeared into her tiled domain.

			They both took a moment to doctor their tea with various sweeteners and cream. Maddie had eaten three shortbread cookies and nearly emptied her teacup before she worked up the nerve to press her grandmother about her predicament.

			“So, do you think you can talk to him for me?” Maddie finally pressed.

			Her grandmother’s white brows went up curiously. “Talk to whom, dear? Emmett?”

			“No,” Maddie frowned into her teacup. She could hardly imagine her grandmother giving Emmett a second glance, much less hold down a long discussion with him. “To Judge Griffin. Before my court appearance.”

			“Oh, yes. Of course I will,” Adelia said with a comforting smile and a soft pat on Maddie’s hand. “I’ll speak to him tomorrow after church.”

			Maddie felt a rush of relief wash over her. With that tension easing from her body, she felt the last of her strength leaving with it. She’d operated today on pure adrenaline and now the magic had worn off. There was no amount of tea that could perk her back up. She was exhausted.

			“You know,” her grandmother said, “it’s Saturday evening. The bar is going to be loud again tonight and you’re not going to get the rest you need.”

			Maddie closed her eyes and inwardly groaned. “I know. I need to get that whole house soundproofed.”

			“Well, that’s not going to happen in the next hour, so why don’t you sleep here tonight? The way you look right now, I’m worried you’ll end up in a ditch somewhere on your way home. Stay for dinner, get a good night’s sleep, and spend tomorrow with the family, since the bakery is closed. Then, you’ll be well rested for your hearing with Judge Griffin on Monday morning. I’ll have Winston put fresh linens on your old bed.”

			It sounded wonderful, and Maddie was too tired to argue. She felt like she could sleep from now until church the next morning. Even as she set down her teacup, she could feel her body start to sway in her seat.

			“You poor thing, you’re not even going to make it to dinner. Go upstairs right now and I’ll have Cookie bring you a sandwich to nibble on in bed.”

			Maddie nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

			Standing, she made her way out of the library and up the stairs. She didn’t even wait for Winston to make up the bed for her. Kicking off her shoes, she collapsed facedown on top of the comforter and passed out.
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			It was quiet. Too quiet.

			Not the bar—Woody’s was rarely quiet and tonight was no exception. This evening it was filled with the typical sounds of a Sunday afternoon—professional football and the occasional group cheer or groan depending on how the game was going.

			Things were going fine, and yet, Emmett kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. When the cops didn’t come Saturday night, he’d almost called the station to make sure the officer they sent over hadn’t gotten in a wreck on the way.

			Perhaps the brush with the law had cooled Maddie’s guns. It certainly hadn’t thrilled Emmett, but the less it seemed to bother him, the more it irritated her, so he played it off like it wasn’t a big deal.

			It actually bothered him that she seemed to think being arrested was commonplace for him. Apparently, in Maddie’s universe, poor people were the same as criminals. And of course she presumed he was poor—why else would anyone toil in a run-down old bar if they had another option? Surely he must’ve spent more than one night on the wrong side of iron bars.

			The door opened and Maddie’s brothers Grant and Blake slipped inside. Emmett waved, expecting the brothers to find a table in front of the television, but they came to sit at the bar instead.

			“Not here for the game?” Emmett asked. Blake was a retired quarterback in the NFL. He typically came to watch a game every Sunday evening with his brothers.

			“Not today,” Blake said.

			“Although we’ll still take a cold beer,” Grant added with a smile.

			“Will do.” Emmett pulled out two frosted mugs from the case and poured each of the brothers their favorite brews. “So, if not football, why are you here? Are you going to give me a good talking-to for harassing your sister?”

			Blake laughed. “Lord, no. Trust us, we know exactly how she can be. We lived with her for years. Hell, poor Mitchell had to share a uterus with her.”

			Emmett’s brows went up in surprise as he passed them their drinks. “She’s a twin?”

			“Yep, the illustrious Chamberlain twins. Never have two people so different come out of the same person at one time.”

			“I’ve never met Mitchell,” Emmett admitted. “What’s he like?”

			“He’s the smart one in the family,” Grant said. “More serious than the rest of us. He was always great in school, the valedictorian of his class. He studied while the rest of us played football and chased girls. And now, years later, Blake’s a cripple, I’ve settled down into monogamy, and he’s about to graduate from Vanderbilt as a doctor. Time better spent, I’d wager.”

			“I’m not a cripple,” Blake complained.

			Emmett knew about Blake’s old football injury—anyone who watched ESPN or lived in Rosewood did. It’d taken him out of the NFL and brought him home to coach the high school team. It didn’t hold him back, though. He’d managed to make it to the state championships and get rock star Ivy Hudson to agree to marry him, so it wasn’t all bad. He could tell Grant just liked to rag on his brother.

			And he was right. The two brothers started bickering, as they usually did, so Emmett took a moment to check on the rest of the patrons. Another bowl of pretzels and a second pitcher of beer took care of things. By the time he settled back behind the bar, the two brothers were once again quietly drinking their beers.

			“The point of all that,” Grant continued, “is that he’s very different from Maddie. They’re each perfectionists in their own way, but he’s a lot more fun to be around. He’s serious, but at least he’s got a sense of humor. I guess you’ve got to have one to spend all your formative years with Maddie.”

			“Poor bastard,” Emmett noted. At the very least, Emmett got to admire her beauty while she railed at him. A brother just had to tolerate her with no recourse. “No wonder your brother moved to Tennessee.”

			Blake shrugged and sipped his beer. “He’ll be back. He’s in his last year of med school. I’m not sure where he’ll do his residency, but I’m certain he’ll come back to Rosewood before too long. Someone has to take over Doc Owen’s clinic. That man has been practicing for forty years. He’s almost seventy, I think.”

			“Just as long as there’s someone in town to treat my wounds when the judge throws the book at me tomorrow.”

			“You don’t think it’ll be that bad, do you?” Blake asked.

			“I don’t know,” Emmett admitted. “I’ve never had to go in front of a judge before. I don’t even know who Judge Griffin is. If he comes in here, he doesn’t do it in his robe.”

			“I doubt he’s been here,” Grant said with a chuckle. “He’s more likely to be hanging out with my grandmother’s set at the country club than this crowd.”

			“That doesn’t make me feel any better, man.” Emmett knew he was in trouble. He wasn’t only going up against the judge, he was doing it over a dispute with the daughter of the most powerful family in town. Chances were, she would get a little hand slap and he would take the brunt of it, with her grandmother and her father sitting in the front row of the courtroom eyeing Judge Griffin. While Emmett had made some influential friends in town, they’d likely all side with poor, sweet Maddie in this case.

			“Would you feel better with a lawyer?” Grant asked.

			Emmett couldn’t suppress a chuckle at that suggestion. “Who am I going to hire? Your father?”

			“No, of course not. What about Logan Anthony?”

			Blake’s brow went up at that suggestion. “Do you really think going into the courtroom with Logan will make it better? You know Dad’ll be there. That stupid business rivalry they’ve got going is getting pretty ridiculous. I don’t think Emmett wants to draw that kind of attention.”

			Blake was probably right. When Pepper’s older brother, Logan, moved back to Rosewood and opened up his own law firm, it had been a big to-do in town. The Chamberlain firm had never faced any kind of competition before. Most people assumed that Logan would go out of business pretty quickly, but he’d actually been fairly successful from what Emmett had heard. The rivalry between the two firms had gotten pretty heated over the summer, but Logan refused to back down. Emmett got the feeling that Norman wasn’t used to not getting his way. Obviously, Maddie had gotten that trait from her father.

			Grant shrugged dismissively. “Who cares what Dad thinks? Logan is going to be a part of my family one day. I have to support him or I’ll hear about it at home.”

			Emmett put the information about Logan in his back pocket. He didn’t think he needed a lawyer. At least not yet. But if he did, his only choice was Logan. Either way, he didn’t really want to talk about this anymore. He was anxious enough about tomorrow. “I’ll keep that in mind. Speaking of home, how’s the work coming on Pepper’s house, Grant?”

			Last March, an electrical fire had wiped out half the home Pepper and Grant had worked so hard to renovate. They’d been working on it all summer while they both lived in Grant’s loft.

			“It’s coming,” Grant said with a touch of weariness on his face at the mention of their project. “What’s slowing us down is that we’re not just rebuilding what burned down, we’re having to update the whole place, really. We changed the footprint of the old house and added a new master suite to the back. It’s framed and sided, the roof is on, but the inside . . . We’re redoing all the plumbing throughout. All the electrical work, too. We’re replacing all the windows with the super-insulated kind. New appliances, new fixtures, new insulation. We had a lot of smoke and water damage to deal with on top of everything else, so it’s just a slow process.”

			“It sounds like you’ll have a brand-new house before too long.” Emmett understood the headaches of renovation. When he moved to Rosewood, it had taken him months and a lot of money to get Woody’s and the apartment upstairs just the way he wanted it. But in the end, it was worth the hassle.

			“It darn near will be. We’re close to being finished, though. We’re hoping to be in by Halloween. Maybe we’ll throw a party at Christmas after we get settled.”

			“And maybe I’ll be out of jail and can come,” Emmett said, only half joking. Disturbing the peace was hardly a long-term offense, but if going in front of the judge didn’t put an end to his battle with Madelyn, they might end up back there again before long.

			Blake shook his head. “Don’t worry about it, man. That’s not going to happen. I know Maddie, and as stubborn as she is, she likes to win more than anything. If she can’t find a way to beat you, she’ll find a new battle to fight. Eventually, she’ll come up with something else to outrage her and she’ll leave you and your bar alone.”

			Emmett couldn’t help the momentary feeling of disappointment at Blake’s observation. As much grief as she caused him, he didn’t want Maddie to leave him alone. He just wanted to stifle the flow of cutting words from her mouth by kissing her until she forgot why she was mad. He wanted to breathe in the warm scent of the lavender soap on her skin, and not just because they’d been handcuffed together most of the night.

			He certainly wasn’t going to mention that to her overprotective brothers, though. They might be on his side of the noise battle, but when it came to someone dating their sister, it was a brother’s prerogative not to trust the guy in question.

			“I’ll try to keep that in mind as I’m led off by the bailiff in handcuffs.”

			“At the very least,” Grant added, “if you do go to jail and have to close the bar, I promise to come over to Woody’s every night and crank up the jukebox while you’re locked up.”
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			Logan Anthony hung up the phone, sat back in his leather executive chair, and smiled the grin of a very satisfied man. His sister, Pepper, had been right. It’d taken a few months to find his niche, but his newly established law firm in Rosewood was doing excellent business. The best part was that he was stealing those clients away from Norman Chamberlain.

			His windfall had come over the summer, when someone tripped and fell inside the local women’s clothing boutique, Dressin’ Up. The woman who fell threatened to sue the owner, Beverly Perkins, and Beverly came running to Logan for help. He’d gotten the customer to settle for far less than a judge probably would’ve awarded her. When it was all over, Beverly asked what she could ever possibly do to thank Logan. At first he dismissed it, knowing good service was its own best advertising. Then he realized that Beverly’s shop was directly across the street from the Chamberlain Law Firm. She let him put up a huge sign on the side of the store facing Second Avenue, so everyone who walked in or out of the firm would see it. The banner declared that he offered free legal consults and second opinions and he could help them for less than other firms charged.

			It was absolutely true. He charged a fraction of what the prestigious and stuck-up Chamberlain firm billed their clients. Since he put that sign up, he’d had a steady stream of people in his office. Not all of them opted to go with him, but enough did to make him seem like a credible threat. The Sunday after the sign went up, there was a full-page color ad in the Rosewood Times advertising the Chamberlain Law Firm and all the services they offered. They touted their years of experience and dedication to the community. That was nice and all, but every client that ad brought to Norman’s front door would see Logan’s sign, too.

			Logan might not get business from the fanciest of Rosewood families, who dined and golfed with the Chamberlains, but he was getting everyone else. Logan would damn near work for free to underbid the Chamberlains. This wasn’t just about business. It was about revenge against the father who refused to acknowledge him.

			Glancing down at his phone, Logan noticed he had another text from Pepper. She had been adamant about having him over for dinner one night. That wasn’t his idea of a good time, so he’d carefully dodged her requests. He had been busy at work, no doubt, but considering she lived across the street with Norman’s legitimate son Grant, he could probably make the time if he wanted to.

			Learning the truth about his father was a hard adjustment, especially with his sister and Grant engaged. His mother had raised Logan and Pepper to despise and avoid the Chamberlains. While the whole family wasn’t to blame for Norman’s actions, Logan wasn’t about to give them all a pass. He tolerated his half brother Grant only because he had to. That didn’t mean he wanted to have dinner with them and act like everything was hunky-dory.

			His office phone rang then, surprising him. It was pretty late—and a Sunday at that—for a client to call, but people got into trouble at all hours, he supposed. “Anthony Law Firm, this is Logan speaking,” he answered.

			“Hey, Logan. This is Emmett Sawyer over at Woody’s. I was wondering if you had time to come by the bar and talk to me about a legal issue I’ve run into with Madelyn Chamberlain. I could use some lawyerly advice. Beer’s on me.”

			Logan perked up in his seat. If this involved his snotty half sister, he had all night. “Sure thing. I’ll be right over.”

			Logan hung up the phone, a smug smile curling his lips. Stealing his father’s clients and battling him in court was just the first step in chipping away at Norman Chamberlain’s empire. In time, he hoped to expose the truth to Norman’s family and watch his own children, Maddie included, turn on him. And then, when Norman was at his lowest point, Logan would find a way to deliver a fatal blow to the man’s reputation and let the whole town realize the truth about the man and the family they’d practically worshipped.

			It would take time, but as they say, revenge was a dish best served cold.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Maddie put on her most professional outfit—a pale gray pantsuit with a gray-and-pink-striped blouse—and headed to the courthouse early on Monday morning. She walked there in a practical pair of pink ballet flats since it was after Labor Day and her white sandals were packed away for the winter. Her parents and her grandmother were going to meet her out front at eight forty-five, fifteen minutes before her case was scheduled.

			As she walked down First Avenue toward the square, past her store, she felt a flare of irritation lick at her cheeks. Madelyn’s Bakery was closed today, by necessity. She hated posting the sign in the window telling customers they’d have to come back tomorrow. They shouldn’t have to. They should be able to get their tasty treats today just like always. It was lemon tart day.

			Perhaps she needed to look into getting an assistant. She was avoiding it, the cost would eat into her ability to pay back her father, but she didn’t really have a choice. It wouldn’t be that expensive to hire a teenager to work after school. They’d work for minimum wage and she’d get her afternoons back. A small price to pay in the scheme of things. Today, she made zero money because no one was there to run the bakery.

			And it was all Emmett’s fault.

			Maddie could only hope that the judge saw her side in all this. She hadn’t had the chance to ask her grandmother if she’d spoken to Judge Griffin after church yesterday. She’d sworn she would, so Maddie just had to hope for the best.

			When she arrived, she saw her father’s black Mercedes parked out front. Her parents stepped out of the car when they saw her, gathering on the sidewalk to each scoop her into their arms in a supportive hug.

			“I’m so sorry you’re having to go through all this, baby,” Norman Chamberlain said. “Sheriff Todd is running a mockery of a police station if a sweet, law-abiding girl such as yourself finds herself in handcuffs.”

			“Norman,” her mother, Helen, warned, placing a hand on his shoulder to calm him. “Please remember to hold your tongue in the courtroom today. You’re not at trial and it won’t help matters for Madelyn. And remember, your son is an officer. You don’t want to put Simon in an awkward position by starting a war with Sheriff Todd.”

			“Simon is just as guilty,” Norman snapped bitterly. “I didn’t raise my son to do something as callous as arresting his own sister.”

			“He had to do his job.” Helen opened her arms wide to usher everyone up the stairs and silence her husband’s tirade. “I’m sure this will be just a little thing. If we have to, we’ll pay the fine and move on. The bigger the stink we make about this, the more people find out about it.”

			That was Helen Chamberlain for you. Maddie’s mother was never one to make a fuss about anything. Daddy had a temper, but Mama was the one who could reason with him and cool him down. She was soft-spoken but firm, and always chose whatever path would lead to a peaceful resolution the fastest. She wasn’t much for drama, so this situation with Maddie and Simon was probably giving their mother a tension headache.

			Maddie let herself be herded into the courthouse, following the long, narrow hallway to the only courtroom in Rosewood. Outside the large double doors was a bench where Emmett sat with Logan Anthony by his side.

			She stiffened immediately, reaching out to grasp her father’s sleeve and hold him back before he noticed and charged at them. Her daddy was furious with Emmett, but it didn’t hold a candle to how he felt about Logan.

			“What the hell is he doing here?” her father barked, the sound echoing down the hall. Fortunately, her mother had grabbed his other sleeve and, together, they held him in place.

			Emmett stood calmly, tugging down his suit jacket and adjusting his green silk tie. If Maddie was correct, and she was certain she was, she’d say that was a designer suit. Armani, maybe. And his watch was, at the very least, a convincing Rolex knockoff.

			Not exactly the kind of clothes she’d expected him to own after seeing his usual uniform of jeans and T-shirts. She figured he’d show up today in a pair of poorly ironed khakis and his best polo shirt, maybe combing his unruly blond hair if they were lucky. Instead, she’d been caught off guard by his professional polish. He cleaned up very well.

			“He’s my attorney,” Emmett said, meeting Norman’s cold gaze without flinching.

			There was a different aura about him that Maddie immediately noticed. It wasn’t just about the clothes or the neatly combed hair. The laid-back surfer dude had stayed at the bar today. The man in front of her looked more like a lawyer than Logan did. He radiated a dangerous feeling of power, like some sort of courtroom barracuda or a corporate hotshot who was cocked and ready to fire.

			Something deep inside Maddie was ready to fire, too. There were few things she liked better than a man in a well-tailored suit. To see Emmett’s tall, well-built frame clad in designer clothes was more than she could take. She’d been attracted to him when he was the bad boy she shouldn’t want. Knowing the bad boy could look like this made her suppressed libido nearly explode.

			She sucked in a ragged breath, determined to ignore the feelings churning inside. There wasn’t a more inappropriate time for this, except maybe a funeral. Anyway, the attraction would be pointless if her daddy punched Emmett in his handsome, smug face.

			Norman didn’t seem impressed by any of Emmett’s attire, but he probably didn’t know how the bartender normally looked. “Good luck with that, Sawyer. With Mr. Anthony by your side, you’ll probably end up in the electric chair.”

			Logan made a lunging movement, but Emmett’s quick reflexes held him back.

			“Daddy?” Maddie asked, tugging at her father’s coat to distract him and diffuse the situation. The last thing she needed was a brawl outside the courtroom before they went in. “I thought you said I didn’t need an attorney for this.”

			“You shouldn’t,” he said with a brisk shake of his head. “Some people just have guilty consciences. You’ll be fine.”

			Maddie took a deep breath and hoped he was right.

			Either way, time was up. The doors opened and the court reporter stepped out. “Chamberlain and Sawyer,” she announced, turning to go back inside.

			They all filed in, taking their seats in the small courtroom. The space was a hundred years old, fashioned of polished wood railings and benches. There were two small tables up front, then the large, raised platform where Judge Griffin sat. The court reporter took her seat to the side and cued up her paperwork to begin the transcript.

			The bailiff stepped out from a door behind the bench and asked them to rise. “The honorable Judge Hugo Griffin presiding.”

			The door opened again, and the other man stepped out in his robe. He was bald except for the white tufts of hair over his ears that wrapped in a narrow band around the back of his head. He had bushy white eyebrows and a drawn, wrinkly forehead. He was frowning as he climbed the stairs to take his seat, making Maddie more nervous with every step.

			She’d never seen Judge Griffin at work before. She’d seen him only at social events. He’d always been pleasant and friendly when they ran into him at church or chatted with her family at the Fourth of July picnic. The man even sang in the choir at church and played Santa a time or two in the Rosewood Christmas parade. He was, by all accounts, a pleasant man.

			But that didn’t mean anything once he sat down at the bench.

			“Please be seated,” Judge Griffin said. As everyone sat down he settled in, opening a file and silently flipping through the pages for a few moments.

			“Mr. Sawyer, Miss Chamberlain,” he said at last, pinning both of them in turn with his dark gaze. “You’re here today to face charges of disorderly conduct, which is a class C misdemeanor in the state of Alabama, punishable by up to a five-hundred-dollar fine and three months in jail.”

			Maddie felt her heart stutter in her chest. Did he say jail? Maddie swallowed hard. She wouldn’t last a day in jail.

			“According to the statement I have here from Sheriff Todd and Officer Chamberlain, the incident in question seems to be the culmination of a long-standing feud between the two of you.”

			“Judge Griffin, my client was only responding to the constant harassment started by Miss Chamberlain. The—”

			“Stuff it, Mr. Anthony,” Judge Griffin interrupted. “This hearing is not to deal with why you two were fighting or who started it. I don’t care about any of that. What I do care about is that two grown adults have allowed this battle to reach a point where you’d scream at each other in the streets in the presence of a police officer and think that was an appropriate way to conduct yourselves. You’ve obviously got issues and we’re going to deal with those today.”

			Maddie flinched at the judge’s sharp tone. He’d shut Logan Anthony down in an instant. She needed to tread carefully today. Just take her lumps, go home, and hope she never ended up back here ever again.

			“First,” he began, “if both the accused would stand, please. Miss Chamberlain, did you or did you not get into a loud public argument with Mr. Sawyer in the early morning hours of this past Saturday?”

			Maddie stood. “I did, sir.”

			“Thank you. Now, Mr. Sawyer, did you or did you not get into a loud public argument with Miss Chamberlain in the early morning hours of this past Saturday?”

			Maddie glanced over for the first time to where Emmett was standing. He was looking just as handsome as he had earlier, but he was paying no attention to her. He looked at the judge. “Yes, sir.”

			“Good,” Judge Griffin said. “Thank you for not wasting the court’s time by denying it. Now, what to do with you both? Given that Mr. Sawyer has already amassed several thousand dollars in noise citations over the last few weeks, it seems to me as though a five-hundred-dollar fine will not make an impact on either of you.”

			Maddie held her breath.

			“But jail time seems hardly suitable for something like this. In the end, no one was injured and no property was damaged.”

			She finally exhaled. No jail.

			“Neither of those options seem to address the issue at hand, which is that the two of you can’t seem to get along. This little war of yours is tying up city resources. Considering that neither the house nor the bar is going to pull up their foundations and move anytime soon, something has to be done. And I think I’ve got an idea.”

			Maddie’s sense of relief was short-lived. What could the judge possibly do to force them to get along? Her mind flashed back to her childhood and the oversize T-shirt her mother used as a punishment to force two quarreling siblings to play nicely together. It created a two-armed, two-headed, four-legged monster that would immediately stop fighting so they could get away from each other. That’s probably where her brother Simon had gotten the idea about the handcuffs. She worried that something like that would be exactly what the judge would call for.

			“You will both serve community service. I think twenty-four hours served over the next month ought to do it. Since you both operate your own businesses, we’ll spread it out into smaller chunks. Twice a week for four weeks, you’ll spend three hours assisting your community. You’ll pick up trash at the park, you’ll volunteer at the senior center or the library . . . and, as a matter of fact, we’ve been having some vandalism trouble around town lately. You’ll clean that up, too.”

			Maddie had expected as much. While picking up trash was not ideal, it could’ve been much worse. Just another reason for her to hire someone to help at the shop. It sounded like some of her afternoons and evenings would be taken for the next few weeks. There was just one thing she didn’t understand—how would this resolve her feud with Emmett?

			The judge looked at both of them and a sadistic smile crossed his face. “And one last thing. You’ll be serving every single hour of your community service together.”
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			Hell. He was in absolute hell.

			Emmett slipped out of the courtroom quickly with Logan on his heels. They pushed through the crowd waiting to go in next, and made it out onto the steps before he stopped to finally take his first big breath since the sentence was handed down.

			“I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help, Emmett. I should’ve known that Judge Griffin wouldn’t be interested in anything we had to say. He’s known for that.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Emmett said with a shake of his head. “I called you twelve hours before I was due in court. Even if the judge had let you speak, I didn’t exactly give you time to prepare.”

			“At least let me treat you to breakfast,” Logan offered.

			“Breakfast sounds good, but I should really treat you. You’ve already insisted that you won’t take any of my money for this. If you buy me breakfast, you’re actually in the hole.”

			Logan chuckled and slapped Emmett on the shoulder as they started down the sidewalk toward Ellen’s Diner. “A small price to pay to watch one of the Chamberlains knocked down a peg, I assure you.”

			“What’s your beef with them?” Emmett asked. Most people in town seemed to think the Chamberlains were pretty great. Aside from Maddie, Emmett didn’t have a problem with them, and he hadn’t had a problem with her until she started fussing with his livelihood and his sleeping patterns.

			Logan sighed and shook his head. “That’s a very long and unpleasant story I won’t bore you with, but our families have had a long-standing disagreement.”

			“I thought it was just about the law firm rivalry. A business thing.” The last few months everyone had been buzzing about Logan’s sign outside of Dressin’ Up.

			“You’d think so, but the law firm rivalry is the result, not the cause. I deliberately went into law just so I could steal his business away.”

			“Are you kidding me?”

			“No, ’fraid not,” Logan said. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s that grudges are light and you can carry them forever. I can very happily spend the rest of my life making Norman miserable. And I’m here today to support you not only because we’re friends but because if Maddie is miserable, I’m certain Norman will be, too. He’s partial to his girls, so this is a big hit to Daddy’s pride.”

			Emmett stopped, his eyes narrowing at his lawyer. That was serious. No wonder Logan had jumped to come with him to court today. Law school meant years of hard study. At one point, he’d considered it himself, but he took the financial route instead. Logan had gone through all that for revenge? There was more to this story than he was letting on. Maybe after a couple of beers he could get Logan to spill the whole sordid tale.

			“I’m sure she’ll be plenty unhappy over that sentence,” Emmett said. That wasn’t the best way to start off when the whole point of this extended exercise in torture was for them to get along. “Really, I wish he’d just sent me to jail. A day or two in prison is preferable to spending a whole month scrubbing penises off the wall with that woman.”

			“Well, you could always fail to appear for service. That’s an automatic contempt charge and you’d spend a night in jail for sure. Probably wouldn’t get you out of the community service in the end, though, so as your lawyer, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

			“I know,” Emmett said with a resigned sigh. “There’s no getting out of this. If there was a way, I’d have thought of it by now.”

			“Sounds like you two are having quite the battle.” They stopped on the sidewalk outside the diner. “Pepper told me a little about it. Maddie’s got you in a tight spot.”

			“That’s one way to put it.”

			Emmett looked over Logan’s shoulder in time to see the Chamberlains spill out of the courthouse and onto the sidewalk. They were talking all at once, although Emmett couldn’t hear what they were saying. Just when he thought they might all load into Norman’s car and drive away, Madelyn spotted him. She quickly hugged her family and started down the sidewalk toward him.

			Crap.

			Logan glanced in the direction Emmett was looking. “Uh-oh. Here she comes.”

			“Yeah, Logan, can you give me a second here? Order me some coffee and I’ll be in in a minute.”

			“Sure thing.” Logan clapped him on the shoulder and went inside the diner.

			Emmett stood patiently, waiting for the storm. He slipped his hands into his pockets and forced his muscles to relax. He felt like he was strung tight as a drum, but he wouldn’t show that side of himself to her. He liked her to think he didn’t care about any of this. It made her cheeks flush an angry pink that traveled down her neck and disappeared into her blouse. For a moment he considered exactly how low the flush might go, but that wasn’t helpful. It was bad enough he had to spend twenty-four hours of community service with her. Doing it with an unwanted erection would make it that much more unpleasant.

			Madelyn stomped across the street, stopping a few feet away. She looked irritated, with her classic features drawn into a frown. He didn’t know why she’d be upset with him. He’s not the one who chose the sentence, and he certainly wasn’t excited about the outcome, either.

			“You look smug,” she noted.

			“Do I?” Emmett stretched his face muscles to erase the offensive expression. “I must be excited about my opportunity to serve my community.”

			“Please,” she snapped, crossing her arms over her chest. The movement pressed her breasts up and he could see a hint of cleavage at the V of her conservatively buttoned blouse. “You can’t possibly mean that.”

			He shrugged, knowing it would irritate her. “I don’t have a problem with it. I’d prefer not to serve the time with you, but you can’t have everything the way you want. It is a punishment, after all.”

			She snorted. “You think I want to spend it with you? It’s bad enough I’ll have to close my shop repeatedly over the next month. Doing it to pick up trash with you is just adding insult to injury.”

			“Look at the bright side. You could’ve gone to jail. I don’t think prison orange is your color.”

			Her nose wrinkled at him. “He wasn’t going to send us to jail. Judge Griffin is friends with my grandmother. He’d never do that. At least not to me,” she noted pointedly.

			Boy, Fancy Pants sure thought highly of her social status. He took a step closer to her, invading her personal space. She tensed as he got closer, recovering in time to lift her chin defiantly to look up at him.

			“Maybe,” he said in a low voice that only she could hear. “You might have enough family influence to wiggle out of anything, but I’d wager that even the Chamberlains’ power has its limits. You can bet your sweet ass that if we get arrested for fighting again or cause a scene in public while we’re serving our sentence, the judge won’t be as lenient on either of us. You heard what he said about us getting along. Like it or not, you and I have to find a way to coexist or you’re going to find yourself baking cookies at the Tutwiler Prison for Women.”

			Madelyn flinched when he said that and he was glad. She wasn’t the kind of woman who belonged in a place like that, but she needed a wake-up call. He’d seen her kind before, when he lived in Florida. Some people thought they were above the law, and when they discovered otherwise, it was a hard crash landing to reality. Madelyn was a spoiled brat used to getting whatever she wanted, but if she kept pushing their feud, she would give the judge no choice but to try to scare her straight. Then they would see how much influence her family really had in town.

			She recovered quickly, an expression of boredom crossing her face. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, taking a step back.

			“Don’t be so presumptuous,” Emmett snapped. “We get arrested again and I guarantee you it’s a done deal. Logan says that Judge Griffin doesn’t play around, and I don’t intend to see how far I can push him. I don’t know when this exciting adventure in community service starts for us, but I’m going to be smiling the whole damn time. You’d better do the same, because you’re not dragging me down with you.”

			The bored expression slipped away, showing a flicker of vulnerability he didn’t expect to see. She swallowed hard, forcing his gaze to watch the elegant line of her throat. When he focused back on her face, a wide, insincere grin had spread across it. “Is this good enough?” she asked.

			Even though he knew she didn’t mean it, he was nearly struck dumb by the brilliance of her smile. She’d never smiled at him before. She was always irritated or trying to aggravate him. This smile was enough to light up her whole face, softening her hard edges and making her even more beautiful, if that was possible. It made Emmett want to make her smile for real, to see if a true smile could be even more impactful. A part of him hoped not. His pulse was already spiking and his nerve waning.

			“It’ll do,” he managed to say. “Might want to practice in the mirror until it looks like you mean it.”

			The smile faded and she rolled her eyes. “I’ll look into that, but there are only a couple of days to practice. After you left, the court clerk said we’re supposed to report to her on Wednesday afternoon for our first assignment. We’re to be there at three and serve until six.”

			That wasn’t too bad. The bar didn’t open until five during the week. Joy usually worked on the weekends, but maybe he could get her to cover until he could get there. Or, worst-case scenario, he could delay opening by an hour without too much trouble.

			“Hopefully, I won’t see you until Wednesday.”

			Let the games begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			“Blake, I need a responsible, industrious teenager.”

			Blake looked up from his desk and frowned at Maddie’s sudden arrival at his workplace. She knew she didn’t pop in very often; this was actually her first visit to his new office in the recently reconstructed Rosewood High School gymnasium, but this was important. She didn’t need him being grumpy about it.

			“That’s nice,” he said without missing a beat. “I need a half-man, half-octopus running back with eight arms and sticky suction cups on his fingers so he can’t drop the ball.”

			Now it was Maddie’s turn to frown. “I’m being serious, Blake. I need help at the bakery.”

			“I’m being serious, too. If I didn’t know better, I’d think my boys were rubbing Crisco on their hands before every game.”

			Maddie took a few more steps into his office and settled into the guest chair facing his desk. Her gaze strayed to the bookshelves with plaques and trophies, including the one Blake and his team had earned last season when they went to the state championships. They came in second, which was no small feat, but that gave Blake something to shoot for. He never liked to settle for less than number one.

			A drive for perfection ran in the family—drilled in by their father. All the kids seemed to be pretty goal-oriented in their professional lives. Well, except for maybe Grant. Grant seemed immune to the family trait, probably because he didn’t give a damn what Daddy thought.

			She ignored Blake’s retort and continued. “I would put an ad in the newspaper, but I don’t have time to wait for someone to respond. I need someone to start as soon as possible.”

			Blake dropped his pen and a wicked smile spread across his face. “Yeah, I heard someone’s going to be scrubbing dick graffiti off the walls to pay for their crimes against the city.”

			Maddie winced at her brother’s crude attempt at humor. “Do you really have to be so coarse? I’m doing community service, yes, and I need someone to watch the shop in the afternoons and on weekends when I have to serve.”

			Blake sat back in his chair and gazed thoughtfully at the ceiling for a minute. “I’m not sure I’m going to be much help, Maddie. All my boys are at football practice after school and even if they weren’t, you couldn’t pay me to eat something they baked.”

			“What about your students? Do you have someone in your health or PE classes? Or someone I can talk to? Do they even have a home economics class anymore?”

			“They have one, although now I believe it’s called family and consumer sciences. You’re in luck, though. I think Mrs. Nelson is teaching that class right now. Let’s walk down there and see if she’s got any shining stars.”

			Blake pushed up from his chair and Maddie followed him down the corridors of the high school. It hadn’t been that long since she’d roamed these halls like she owned them. She’d been popular; she’d had a lot of friends; classes weren’t too hard. The only downside was that high school was a poor preparation for the real world. Reality wasn’t so great once she got out into it.

			They stopped at a classroom near the school cafeteria. Blake spied in the window for a moment, waving when he caught Mrs. Nelson’s eye. She gestured for them to come into the room. There were about twenty-five students in the class, each of them busily working in pairs around stand mixers. Big bowls of flour, sugar, and other ingredients lined the front of the room, from where they’d taken their measured portions back to their mixers. From the looks of it, they were making chocolate chip cookies.

			“Coach!” Mrs. Nelson greeted Maddie’s brother with a slight blush rising to her nearly fifty-year-old cheeks. All the men in the family had that effect on women. Well, all but Simon. He seemed to get the short end of the stick when it came to the Chamberlain sex appeal.

			“You’ve picked the perfect day to stop by. The class is making chocolate chip cookies for the football team.”

			“That’s great. I know the boys will love it.” Blake smiled and waved to the kids as they baked. “Brenda,” he said quieter, “this is my sister Madelyn. She owns the bakery downtown.”

			Brenda Nelson broke into a big grin when she looked at Maddie. She hadn’t been teaching here when Maddie roamed the halls. “Oh, yes. Your cream puffs with raspberries are almost a religious experience. It’s lovely to meet you.”

			Maddie beamed at the praise. At her French culinary school, she’d been number one in her class when it came to puff pastries. “Thank you. I’m glad you like them.”

			“Brenda, Maddie came by today to ask if I knew of any teenagers who might be interested in helping her at the shop. I figured if there was anyone who would know the right kid, it’d be you.”

			Brenda’s blush deepened, and Maddie tried not to roll her eyes. Her brother certainly laid it on thick.

			“I’m looking for someone to come in after school for a couple of hours. Maybe some hours on Saturday if they can. I wouldn’t need them to do any baking, at least to start. They’d be minding the counter and the register, so they’d need to be trustworthy enough to handle the money.”

			Brenda nodded and glanced around the room at her students. “Hmm . . .” she said thoughtfully. “Gertie?” she called out. “Could you come up here a moment, please?”

			Maddie watched as a thin mouse of a girl came out from behind one of the mixers. She had pale skin and long, almost white-blond hair, with chunky glasses that covered half her face.

			“Gertie Perkins is my best student. She’s Beverly Perkins’s granddaughter,” Brenda explained.

			Maddie could see the resemblance to the women’s boutique owner, although she’d always assumed that Beverly’s platinum-blond hair had been the work of Redken, not nature.

			Gertie finally reached the front of the room. “Yes, Mrs. Nelson?”

			“Gertie, this is Madelyn Chamberlain. She owns the bakery downtown and she’s looking for some help in the afternoons. I told her you’re my best student and I thought you’d be a great fit. Would you be interested?”

			She was, Maddie could tell. The minute she realized what Brenda was asking, a spark lit up in the girl’s light blue eyes that even her big glasses couldn’t hide. “I’d love to,” she said with a grin. “My last class gets out at two thirty, so I could get there by two forty-five or so, after I stop by my locker and walk over to the square. How many hours would you need me?”

			“The shop closes at five thirty, so that would be the earliest. If you can stay to help clean up and prepare for the next morning, maybe until six or six thirty. I don’t want it to interfere with your homework.” Even as Maddie said it, she could hear her mother in her voice. Helen always encouraged them to be active after school, but only if it didn’t interfere with their studies.

			“That would be perfect. When do you need me to start?”

			“Well, I understand you’ll probably need to talk to your parents and such. If you can come by today after school, we can fill out some paperwork and I’ll give you a tour of the shop. Then maybe you can start tomorrow?”

			A cloud of white powder shot into the air over one of the mixers and one of the students hollered in surprise. “Incorporate the dry ingredients slowly!” Brenda shouted. “Will you excuse me?” she asked before rushing toward the back of the classroom to aid her finely dusted student.

			Gertie just smiled and shook her head. “You can’t rush that part,” she noted with sage wisdom in her voice. “I’ll be by today after school. I’ll text my parents—they’ll be fine with it. My mom has mentioned me looking for an after-school job now that I’m sixteen, but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet. This sounds great.”

			“Who has their cookies ready to bake?” Brenda called from the back of the room. “Those of you who are ready, let’s carry those trays into the kitchen and get them in the oven.”

			“That’s me. I’ll see you this afternoon,” Gertie said, and with a wave, she headed off to bake her batch of cookies.

			As they headed out of the classroom, Blake thanked Brenda. “And there you go,” he said to Maddie. “You’ve got your responsible teenager. I’d even wager that one could help you with the baking.”

			Maddie was very particular about her baked goods, but he was right. Gertie looked like she knew her way around a mixing bowl. “Thanks for your help. At the very least, she should be able to help me through the next few weeks.”

			“No problem. If you happen to see that teenage octopus running around town, be sure to send him my way.”
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			Emmett was pretty certain the situation couldn’t get any worse. He had a criminal record. He was losing money because he had to close the bar to serve some of his community service time. He still owed the city of Rosewood three thousand dollars in fines. He also had twenty-four hours of time with Maddie to look forward to. Things seemed pretty darn crappy if you asked him.

			But he was wrong.

			Standing at the base of the Rosewood water tower with a gallon of paint and a sack full of rollers, he knew things had just gotten much, much worse.

			He’d never given much thought to the water tower. It was there, looming over the cityscape of Rosewood like the Space Needle in Seattle. Large, silent, and forgettable. And it had certainly never crossed his mind how one might get up to the top of it. Why would anyone not associated with the water company want to do that?

			Standing at the base of the tower now, he found that the method of scaling the water tower was the only thing on his mind. As best he could tell, a spindly steel ladder running along one of the tower’s legs was the answer. How the hell would he be able to climb that thing while carrying paint? The Penis Picasso, at least, just had to carry up a can of spray paint, not a gallon of exterior-grade latex.

			“Well, we’d better get to it. I don’t want to climb down in the dark,” Madelyn said.

			The dark? Shit. He hadn’t even considered that possibility. How could this be a viable punishment? One of them could get killed climbing up this thing.

			“If you’ve got the paint, I’ll carry the rest.”

			Emmett tore his gaze away from the tower to look at Madelyn. She seemed annoyed that he wasn’t responding to her the way she expected. “I don’t see how we’re going to get any of it up there. I need both hands to climb.”

			“Here.” Madelyn reached for the gallon of paint and settled it into the canvas bag she’d brought with her. She tucked the brushes and rollers in with it and slung it over her shoulder. “Done. Let’s go.”

			She marched over to the ladder and started climbing it effortlessly. Emmett watched her easily scale twenty feet into the air before she stopped and looked down at him.

			“Are you coming? I’m not doing this by myself.”

			“I’m coming.” Emmett put his sneaker on the bottom rung and gripped a higher one with both hands. “I can do this,” he repeated silently to himself as he started up the ladder behind her. He kept one eye trained on the next rung up, not looking down or letting his gaze stray to the side. One at a time, he told himself.

			The next thing he knew, the platform that surrounded the tower was in front of him. Madelyn was standing impatiently to the side as he reached the top and stepped off the ladder. The walkway was maybe three feet wide with a railing around it. It wasn’t so bad. He made it up there without any trouble.

			“Isn’t the view amazing? We used to climb up here as teenagers.”

			On reflex, Emmett turned to look and immediately regretted it. The three-foot platform seemed to shrink to only a few inches. The heavy steel railing became as flimsy as cardboard tubing. With his heart threatening to leap out of his chest, Emmett flattened his back against the water tower. His knees felt like jelly beneath him. He couldn’t breathe. He squeezed his eyes shut to block out his surroundings, hoping that when he opened them again, he was on the ground and this was all a bad dream.

			He pried open one eye and could see the sprawling football field out in front of him. No luck. What the hell was he going to do? He was going to get stuck up here. The fire department would have to send the ladder truck after him.

			“Are you afraid of heights?” Madelyn asked with an accusing tone.

			“Maybe,” he admitted. The truth was he was afraid of falling, afraid of the sudden stop at the end, but yes, he supposed that added up to a fear of heights.

			“Christ, you could’ve mentioned that before we got up here.”

			“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I kept thinking lightning would strike me or I’d fall to my death before we got to this point. What are we going to do?” he asked.

			Maddie sighed and started unpacking their painting supplies. “Well, you’ve made it all the way up here and you’re required to stay, or else you’re in contempt. I’d say the only thing to do is to paint the damn water tower.”

			“Madelyn, I can’t even move.”

			“Yeah, you can. Let yourself slide down until you’re sitting. You’ll feel more stable if you’re sitting.”

			He inched down slowly until his butt met the metal grating. That did feel better, he noted with surprise.

			“Now, the graffiti is pretty large. I think you can paint over the, um, testicles from a seated position and I can paint over the rest.”

			Emmett turned to look at the giant spray-painted penis they were there to cover up. That plan seemed like it would work, except for the highest part of the graffiti. He might not like it, but he might be the only one able to cover that up. “Will you be able to reach the . . . overly enthusiastic ejaculate?”

			Maddie sighed and shook her head. “I’ll worry about that last. Let’s just get to painting before we lose daylight.”

			She seemed fairly disgusted by the whole situation and he wasn’t surprised. She didn’t strike him as the kind of baker who would make sexy novelty treats for bachelor and bachelorette parties. That had to break some kind of debutante code, he was pretty sure.

			Emmett wasn’t too happy about it himself, although the six-foot penis was the least of his worries. He rolled onto his knees and pried open the paint can. He poured the paint into a plastic disposable tray while Maddie loaded foam rollers onto the paint wands.

			They got started, but it didn’t take long to realize the water tower was going to need more than one coat. The tower was white with swirling red letters and a rose on one side. The penis was dark purple. It took about a half hour to paint over the whole thing.

			“I think we need to take a break and let it dry,” Emmett noted as they finished. “If I paint over a wet spot, it just pulls the paint off instead of layering on more.”

			“Fair enough.” Maddie set the roller down and picked up her tote bag. “Good thing I packed some reinforcements.”

			Emmett had rolled back onto his rear end with his shoulder blades pressed into the water tower. “Reinforcements?”

			Maddie flopped down beside him and reached into her bag. She pulled out two bottles and a small box from her bakery. “Sun Drop and my homemade take on MoonPies. It’s the only appropriate snack to have at the top of a water tower.”

			Emmett’s brow went up and she opened the pastry box to reveal a treat too decadent-looking to be called a MoonPie. “You made MoonPies?”

			“Yep, it’s my Wednesday special. I make homemade marshmallows and sandwich them between my special ginger cookies. Then I dip the whole thing in dark chocolate ganache.”

			“Wow.” Emmett accepted the treat she offered. “I’ve never actually eaten a MoonPie before, but this has to be way better than the skinny little things they sell in the packs at the gas station.”

			“You’ve never eaten a MoonPie? Where are you from?”

			“Florida,” Emmett answered before taking a large gooey bite and groaning aloud. “That just wasn’t something we ate, I guess, although if they were all this good, I’d be twenty pounds heavier.”

			“Ah, well, it’s a little bit country, but sometimes it’s just what you do. When I was working for Estelle, someone came in and asked if we could custom-make an order of a hundred of them for a redneck-themed wedding by the lake. They were doing camo bridesmaids dresses, the whole thing. We made enough MoonPies for them to stack them like a tiered wedding cake. The wedding was ridiculous, but everyone loved the MoonPies. People started coming into the shop asking for them, so I started making them as a specialty item when I opened Madelyn’s. Before I left to come over here, I grabbed a couple of treats just in case. When I realized we’d be climbing the water tower, I picked up the soda so we could have the ultimate southern experience.”

			Climbing this tower was an experience Emmett could’ve skipped, but he had to admit the snacks helped to take his mind off things. “So tell me, how many times did a fine upstanding girl like yourself make it up to this water tower?”

			“A couple of times my senior year,” she admitted. “All the teenagers know it’s the best spot to sneak off to during a football game. From here you can see the field and would know how much time you had left to make out before you had to crawl back down.”

			Emmett chuckled and opened his bottle of Sun Drop. “Are you telling me you climbed up here to make out with boys? That’s scandalous.”

			“Actually, no. I wasn’t the kind of girl who climbed up here on a regular basis. I came up here a couple of times with one special guy in particular. He was a friend of Blake’s from Auburn and he would come home with him every now and then. I was head over heels for him. It was his idea to climb up here the first time and we made the pilgrimage every time he came to visit.”

			“Did he ever declare his love for you on the water tower?” Up close, Emmett could see the faint ghosts of previous graffiti that was painted over, including some good and bad. One stated that someone loved Donna, one accused Nancy of being a slut, and another announced “Rick and Tina Forever.” Apparently you could keep up with the latest Rosewood relationships by looking at the water tower—at least back in the day. He hadn’t noticed anything like that lately until the big penis showed up.

			The faint smile faded from Maddie’s face and she shook her head. “No, he didn’t. No one has ever climbed up here to announce that they loved me by vandalizing public property.”

			Emmett wasn’t surprised. That didn’t seem like the kind of thing that would impress her. “I suppose your fancier guys had better methods for doing that. What did they do? Bring you flowers? Write romantic love poems?”

			“Not really. I’m sure that kind of thing would’ve been about right, but I never got any of that. No one has ever been in love with me before.”

			“What?” Emmett said, his brows knitting together in confusion. “How is that possible?” Madelyn might be a handful, but she was a beautiful, popular, rich handful. Guys should’ve been tripping all over themselves to get with her back in high school, and even more so now.

			Maddie shrugged. “I don’t know. I dated pretty regularly before I left for Paris, but it’s never gotten to that point, I guess. The closest I ever got was with Blake’s friend Joel, but I was wrong about him in the end. He was just like the rest of the guys who are only interested in my family and whatever money they think they can milk out of it. The ones with enough of their own money not to care about that just think I’m a diva and would rather have a doormat for a wife. You of all people know what I can be like. Who can fall in love with a woman like me?”

			She sounded almost defeated for the first time. Emmett didn’t like it. Their battles had caused some of the biggest headaches he’d had since he moved to Rosewood, but they’d also been the source of the most excitement he’d had. He hated to think that a beautiful—albeit stubborn and sassy—woman like Maddie felt she was unlovable somehow.

			“I think you just need to find the right man. A real man, not just some punk trying to weasel his way into a cushy lifestyle. A real man wouldn’t be intimidated by a strong woman. He’d take everything you dished him and fire right back.”

			Maddie turned to look at him, their proximity to each other suddenly more notable than it had been just a moment before. Her eyes met his and they both seemed to realize at the same time that he’d just described himself as being her perfect partner. “Someone like you, you mean?” she asked quietly, her lips a mere fraction away from his.

			His gaze dropped down to her soft pink lips. “Maybe,” he said. Even as he spoke the word aloud, he knew that would never happen. He harbored an attraction to her, and he was certainly capable of handling what she could dish out, but they were a social mismatch in her eyes. He was certain she thought he was below her—a poor, lowly bartender. That would be her loss.

			Her gaze searched his face for a moment before she shook her head. He was right. All she saw in him was a loser at a bar. A peddler of liquid poison and loose morals. She’d made those decisions without knowing anything about him, and yet she asked others to see beyond her own crusty exterior. If she was willing to let her own prejudices get in the way of a potential relationship, then she was right. It wouldn’t happen.

			“I think it’s time for that second coat of paint,” she said.

			Before he could respond, she stood up and walked back over to pick up her paint roller.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			When Maddie unlocked the door of her bakery Thursday morning, she was a little stunned. She’d been nervous about letting her new employee close the shop, but she hadn’t had a choice. To compensate, she’d given her very specific instructions. Gertie was to straighten up, box up any leftover pastries, hide the cash in an envelope inside the freezer, and leave the keys to the shop in Maddie’s mailbox. When she got home Wednesday evening and the keys were where they should be, she never thought to go by the shop to follow up.

			If she had, she would’ve been equally stunned. It was 4:00 a.m. and her eyes could be deceiving her, but it appeared as though the place was spotless. The shop was usually pretty clean—she had health department requirements to meet—but the place looked as good as it did the day it opened. The front part of the shop was immaculate, and the glass windows were smudge-free. The trip into the kitchen proved Gertie hadn’t stopped there. All the previous day’s baking equipment was washed and put away. The countertops were wiped down and the floors were swept. A pastry box was sitting on the counter with the previous day’s pastries for donation.

			A glance into the freezer showed the envelope of cash was right where it should be, and a peek into the refrigerator revealed a batch of blueberry muffin batter and what looked like whoopie pie batter ready to go for today. She hadn’t even asked Gertie to do that.

			As part of the bakery tour, she’d shown Gertie where she kept her recipes and the daily schedule for what they sold when, so Gertie would know the answers if someone asked about a special. Apparently, she’d taken it on herself to look at the next day’s offerings and make up a few things that could be prepared ahead of time.

			Maddie was picky about her products. She’d test a batch and see how the muffins turned out before she was willing to put them out for sale, but if they were satisfactory, she was giving that kid a raise. She already felt bad enough that Gertie had taken the job without even asking about the pay. It probably didn’t matter. Maddie could tell by her clean but threadbare clothes and out-of-date cell phone that Gertie and her family could probably use the money.

			Looking around, Maddie assessed her workload and decided to fire up the ovens and get a batch of blueberry muffins baking while she started on the breakfast rolls. The muffins came out perfectly, as did the whoopie pies, saving her a ton of time. By the time she opened the doors at eight she was ahead of schedule and some of her cookies and sweets for the afternoon were already cooling on racks in the kitchen.

			Dotty was the first one in the door. Maddie looked up and immediately noticed that her regular customer was sporting a fancy new hairdo. She was also decked out in full makeup, with jewelry to match her new outfit. Since Miss Dotty usually ran around town in elastic-waist jeans and old sweaters, the difference was obvious. “Looking mighty fine this morning, Miss Dotty.”

			Dotty beamed, running her hand over her new curls. “Isn’t it great? It’s just what I was looking for. It’s given me a whole new outlook on things.”

			“Where are you off to today, all dressed up like that?”

			Dotty leaned into the counter to share her secret, although they were the only two people in the shop. “The midmonth brunch at the senior center. I’ve decided that today is the day I’m going to ask out Dick Campbell.”

			Maddie had a vague recollection of who he was. His ex-wife, Irene, had come to the house several times over the years to have tea with her grandmother. Granny had always referred to him as Richard, though. Maddie couldn’t imagine the word “dick” ever coming out of Adelia Chamberlain’s mouth, even in such an innocent context.

			“So you’ve got your eye on Mr. Campbell, huh?”

			“I do, indeed. He’s been divorced for about ten years now. He’s a few years younger than me, but after sixty, who’s counting? I heard he likes old black-and-white movies, so I’m going to ask him to join me for a showing of Casablanca at the old theater in Gadsden.”

			Maddie hadn’t heard of anything like that. “They’ve got a place that plays old movies?”

			“Yes,” Dotty explained. “When it got outdated and couldn’t compete with the fancy multiplexes, it became a dollar theater, and then someone bought it and fixed the place up. Now they show old classics on the weekends. I thought it’d be nice. It’s been a long time since I’ve dated, but going to the movies is always fun. Sitting in the dark, butter-covered fingers brushing each other in the popcorn, making out where your mama couldn’t catch you . . .”

			“Miss Dotty!” Maddie said with a touch of scandal in her voice.

			“I know, isn’t it naughty? I so hope he says yes.”

			Maddie didn’t want thoughts of Dotty and Dick making out to manifest in her brain, but the idea of a senior romance in general was more inspiring than unsettling today. That conversation with Emmett on the water tower had put those thoughts at the forefront of her mind. She hadn’t intended to open up to him like that, but he was easier to talk to than she expected. It must be the bartender in him—half alcohol server, half therapist.

			It was more than she’d said to anyone about her love life in a while. She didn’t have many people to confide in. Discussions with Lydia always seemed to circle back to focus on Lydia. Her brothers certainly didn’t want to hear about how lonely she was. But Emmett had really listened. He’d also been supportive and didn’t let her beat herself up. She was grateful for that. And surprised. She didn’t expect that from him at all.

			The whole afternoon had been enlightening for her. For the first time, she’d been able to see Emmett the man, not the rival. Knowing they both had to be on their best behavior had left them with no choice but to get along and get the job done. It was quite the realization to find that she actually liked Emmett. She was able to relax around him, something she couldn’t do with many men.

			She wasn’t ready to address his insinuation that he might be the right kind of guy for her, but she had to admit they certainly had chemistry. Her entire nervous system lit up when he was around, reminding her just how long it had been since she’d indulged in a relationship. He was attractive, and he smelled amazing. When they were close together she wanted to bury her face in his neck and breathe in the scent of him. All that was nice, but in the long term, what would they talk about? Would they have anything in common but hot sex and indulgent pastry? She didn’t know.

			He was certain there was someone out there for her. She wasn’t so sure after years by herself, but knowing those older couples were finding romance gave her hope that maybe she’d still have a chance at love, even if she didn’t settle down anytime soon.

			Maddie smiled at Miss Dotty and tried to put her worries aside. “You’ll have to tell me how it goes.”

			“I will. Now, I’m going to get a couple of things to take to the brunch today.” Dotty perused the selection, choosing about six different items. “Could you cut those in half? If you don’t, I just know Connie Jackson will grab a whole cinnamon roll and smuggle it out in her purse. She thinks no one sees her, but I do.”

			Maddie cut up the selections and put them in the box. Dottie left quickly for a change, apparently on a mission to land herself Dick Campbell. Bless his heart—he didn’t know what was about to hit him.

			Leaning against the back counter, Maddie crossed her arms and thought about what Miss Dotty had said about that movie theater in Gadsden. She bet quite a few people turned out for that kind of thing. It was a shame they didn’t have anything like that in Rosewood. They’d never gotten their own theater here, and there wasn’t really anyplace else that could show films like that.

			Her gaze strayed out the front window to the square. From her angle, she could see just past the courthouse to the library. Looking at the smooth limestone of the façade, she realized that she’d never noticed there weren’t windows on that side of the building. She walked over to her window for a better look.

			The square was the center of Rosewood, with the courthouse and the library situated back-to-back on a large, grassy lawn. It occurred to her then that if they set up a projector on that side, they could project movies onto the library wall. Folks could bring out blankets and chairs and watch movies on the lawn. She’d been searching her brain for something people could do in Rosewood to keep them from loitering at the bar and vandalizing public property. This just might be the thing.

			Maddie fished out her notebook from the drawer behind the register and started making notes. It was mid-October, not the ideal time to kick off a series of outdoor activities, but they had enough time to try it once while the weather was mild. If they got a good turnout, maybe they could host a series of movies, or even concerts, out on the lawn next summer.

			This wasn’t something she could pull off by herself, though. Lord knows, she didn’t have enough time between running the shop and all her community service chores. But she knew exactly who she could talk to about it—Alice Jordan. Alice was Mayor Gallagher’s assistant. No one who actually knew Alice had any illusions that Mayor Gallagher lifted a finger around town aside from showing up and shaking hands. Alice was the one behind the scenes who made things happen. She coordinated a lot of the community events, including the Christmas parade and the county fair, which just wrapped up a few weeks before.

			Now might be the perfect time to pitch this idea, before she got caught up in Christmas preparations.

			Alice normally stopped by the bakery at least once a week. Maddie hadn’t seen her yet, so maybe she’d come by today. Or maybe she’d just call her and flat out ask her to come across the street to see her.

			Maddie picked up the phone and dialed the courthouse. The operator transferred her directly to Alice’s line.

			“Mayor Gallagher’s office,” she said.

			“Alice,” Maddie said in her most chipper voice. “This is Maddie Chamberlain. Are you busy this morning?”

			“You know how things are,” she said with a tedious sigh.

			Maddie could just guess. Why people kept reelecting Otto was beyond her. He wasn’t a very effective leader, but he’d become a fixture in Rosewood somehow. Southerners just loved their traditions. “Do you think you’d have time to pop by the bakery this morning? I’ve just put on a pot of tea and pulled out a tray of fresh cinnamon scones.”

			Alice groaned. “That sounds wonderful, Maddie, but I can’t really run off for tea right now.”

			“Of course not,” Maddie said. “This meeting is to discuss official Rosewood community activities business.”

			Alice hesitated. “It is?”

			“Absolutely,” Maddie replied with a grin. “Come over as soon as you can. I have an idea.”

			[image: ]

			“What in God’s name is that?” Maddie asked, staring at the wall in front of them.

			Emmett scratched his head and shrugged. “I’m not much of an art connoisseur, but I guess it’s supposed to be a penis wearing a fireman’s helmet, since it’s on the side of the fire station.”

			Apparently the Penis Picasso had decided to step up his game. No longer content with simple, crude images of genitalia, he had opted to add accessories this time. When they’d reported to the courthouse for their assignment Saturday morning, they were given paint remover and a pressure washer, and directed to the firehouse for their next project.

			“This is ridiculous. We’re going to spend our entire stint of community service cleaning up after this punk.”

			“Would you rather pick up trash in the park?”

			“I would, yes. At least then I’d be doing something productive, something that would make Rosewood a better place. Right now I just feel like the guys at the end of the parade, sweeping up animal poop. He makes a mess, and we clean it up. Repeat as necessary.”

			“Do you have a better suggestion?” Emmett asked. As long as there were penises to be covered up, he was pretty certain that they would be out here doing the work. It was probably saving the city a lot of money to farm out these jobs to local offenders.

			“I say we catch the little bastard and put a stop to this whole thing.”

			Emmett’s eyes widened at Maddie’s bitter yet unexpected enthusiasm. “Catch him? Isn’t that the cops’ job?”

			Maddie shrugged and eyed the directions on the paint remover designed to take graffiti off brick. “They haven’t managed to do it yet. Someone should. This needs to stop, and I think we’d be able to find him.”

			“Why us?”

			“For one thing, we both keep weird hours. We’re both awake at two or three in the morning and, to me, that’s the prime time to do this sort of thing. If I got up a little earlier and you stayed up a little later, we could do some hunting without anyone knowing.”

			Emmett wasn’t so sure. He was already mandated to spend six hours a week with Maddie. Was voluntarily spending more time with her going to help or hurt their situation? He had to admit that their fighting seemed to have stopped since they got arrested. The week had been fairly quiet, and no one called the cops Friday night. He hadn’t had a live act playing that night, but she hadn’t turned him in on ladies’ night, either. Maybe the worst of it was truly behind them.

			“Are you going to help me or just stand there?”

			Maybe.

			“I’m coming,” he said. They used spray bottles to spritz the graffiti with paint remover and then had to kill a half hour while it dissolved the paint before they hit it with the pressure washer.

			“It’s a shame we can’t leave,” Maddie said when they finished and settled onto the sidewalk to wait. “We’re half a block from my house. At the very least, we could sit on my couch and wait in climate-controlled comfort instead of sitting out on the curb.”

			“We could go in the firehouse and annoy your brother,” Emmett noted.

			Maddie shook her head. “If I go in there without baked goods for them, they’d never let me come back.”

			Emmett leaned back on his hands. “You mean you didn’t pack us a treat today? You spoiled me with those MoonPies.”

			“I didn’t say that.” Maddie reached into her bag and pulled out a box with two sticky buns in it. “I just don’t have enough for everyone.”

			She handed over one of the gooey, nut-covered pastries and Emmett’s stomach growled. He’d managed five hours of sleep before he got up for this and hadn’t left himself enough time for food, just a mug of strong black coffee before he ran out the door. “You’re going to get me hooked on all your goodies, and then I’ll have to come into your shop and buy them after we’ve served our debt to society.”

			Maddie smiled and tore off a bite that she popped into her mouth. She seemed more laid-back today. Happier. Last time he’d been too freaked out by how high up they were to notice her state of mind, but she seemed almost human today. The smile was a nice touch. Without stress etched into her face, there was a softness about her that made her beauty even more undeniable. In the early-morning light, there was a glow to her skin that beckoned him to touch her.

			But he wouldn’t. One good morning didn’t mean she’d changed for good. Perhaps their battle was just feeding itself—the less sleep they got, the crankier they were; the more trouble they caused, the less sleep they got. Somehow, the cycle had been broken and they both seemed fairly at ease with each other. For now. He would never say it out loud, but maybe it was a good thing that they had gotten arrested.

			“How’s your new bakery assistant?” Emmett asked. He’d heard she’d hired one of the high schoolers to help. He’d had to make similar arrangements with Joy. He decided to open a little late on Wednesdays, but on Saturdays she’d open the bar and watch it during the early afternoon while he took a nap and showered. There was no way he could make it to two in the morning without a break.

			“She’s amazing. It’s only been a few days and I really don’t know how I’ve ever lived without her. She minds the shop in the afternoon, which gives me time to do other things. She cleans and helps bake. I’m absolutely spoiled and it’s only the fifth day she’s worked for me.”

			“Ahh,” Emmett said. “That explains it.”

			“Explains what?”

			“Why you’re in such a good mood. You’re not nearly as stressed out as usual.”

			“It certainly helps,” she admitted. “And I think we’ve both slept better this week, don’t you agree?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“A good night’s sleep gives you perspective. This morning I woke up and decided that I don’t want to sit back and let something like this go on anymore.” She gestured toward the blue fireman penis that was starting to drip down the wall. “The whole point of Judge Griffin making us work together was so that we would learn to get along. I think finding this guy and turning him over to the police would be a great way for us to build . . . I don’t know . . . a rapport.”

			“A rapport?”

			“Yes, a relationship. One where I can call and ask you to turn down the music and you will, because you’re not on the defensive about it.”

			Emmett chuckled. “And what do I get out of this relationship? Are you going to stop parading princesses outside my window?”

			“I will. I might also bring you your favorite goodies from time to time.”

			“Okay,” Emmett said, considering her offer. “So we’re officially calling a truce so we can catch the Penis Picasso. Once we’ve done that, we’ll move forward, both being mindful of each other, and occasionally you will provide me with baked goods?”

			“Yes,” Maddie said with the widest, most sincere smile he’d seen out of her yet.

			Emmett held out his hand and they shook on it. The casual touch quickly turned more serious when her soft skin met his. It sent a surge up his arm, like a bolt of lightning, and suddenly his whole body was aware of how close they were. His gaze met hers for a moment, and he was pretty certain that she felt whatever it was, too.

			At last, he pulled his hand away. “Okay,” he said, his voice shakier than he expected it to be. He needed to focus their discussion on something else. “What’s your plan to nab our neighborhood vandal?”

			“Well, I’ve looked back at the reports in the paper and there doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the graffiti. There’s been five incidents so far, and there’s not a pattern I can discern. He hit the Piggly Wiggly on a Wednesday night, the power company on a Tuesday. The car wash was on a Monday, and the water tower on Friday night. This one”—she gestured behind her—“popped up Thursday night. I say we start tonight and see if we notice anything peculiar.”

			“Why tonight?”

			“Because I’m off Sunday and the bar opens later, so it won’t throw our sleep off too badly.”

			“That makes sense. What time?”

			“I’m thinking maybe about two, after the bar closes. If you want to walk over to my place after you close up, we can take my car and drive around. I was thinking maybe we could park near the courthouse and watch for any sort of activity around the square. Most of the graffiti has been centered around the downtown area, so I think that’s our best bet.”

			Emmett wasn’t so confident, but it was part of their agreement, so he’d give it a shot. Odds were they’d sit in the dark for a few hours, nothing would happen, and she’d give up. He wondered how much she’d care about the Penis Picasso when she wasn’t the one who had to clean up after him anymore.

			“Sitting on the job!” a man’s voice shouted from behind them.

			Emmett turned around in time to see Grant strolling out of the firehouse. His rusty red hound dog was on his heels. “We’re letting the paint remover process,” he explained.

			Grant wasn’t paying any attention to Emmett’s protests. His eyes were focused on the pink pastry box sitting between them. “What is that?”

			Maddie and Emmett both looked down at the box, then back up at each other. “Nothing,” they said in unison.

			Emmett slowly slid the remainder of his sticky bun behind his back.

			“Yeah, sure,” Grant said bitterly. “And you’ve got nothing in your hand, either, right?”

			“Nope,” Emmett insisted.

			Grant’s hound dog quickly rounded him and pressed his wet nose against Emmett’s hand. Emmett tried to protect his treat, but he was found out. The dog lay down beside him like he’d found prey and started baying incessantly until Emmett finally tossed the last few bites to him. He snatched it out of the air, swallowing it in one bite and sitting on the sidewalk with a happy grin on his face. “Traitor,” Emmett muttered.

			“I was going to say the same thing.” Grant turned to his sister and pointed an accusing finger at Emmett. “You don’t even like him and he gets treats?”

			“I would’ve brought something,” Maddie said, “if I’d known we were coming here.”

			“You would’ve had to go a whole twenty feet out of your way to stop at the shop on the way over here. It’s understandable.”

			Maddie sighed. “I’m serving court-ordered community service. I’m not about to take any detours that would get me in more trouble than I’m already in. If you want something so darn bad, go down to the shop and tell Gertie I said to let you have whatever you want.”

			“Gertie Perkins?” Grant asked with a raised brow.

			“Yes, why?”

			He shook his head dismissively. “Nothing.”

			Maddie frowned at her brother. “What? Tell me. Does she have a bad reputation I need to know about?”

			“Not at all,” Grant assured her. “She’s a sweet kid by all accounts. I’m glad you gave her a job. It’s your reputation I’m worried about.”

			Emmett watched the frown fade away from her face. “Why?” she asked.

			“Because,” Grant said, “back in high school you would’ve made life a living hell for a girl like Gertie. She’s shy, quiet, doesn’t keep up with the latest fashions, and has a unique look about her. You and your hens would’ve pecked at her until she cried herself to sleep each night.”

			Maddie opened her mouth to argue with her brother, but the words seemed to be stolen from her lips. Finally, she shut her mouth and sighed. “You’re probably right,” she admitted in a sad, defeated voice.

			“You’re not going to be mean to her now, are you?” Grant asked.

			“Of course not,” Maddie insisted. “She’s wonderful.”

			“Okay,” Grant said, satisfied. “Now that we have that cleared up, I’m going to take you up on that free snack and say hi to Gertie.” He looked over his shoulder at the wall. “I think it’s ready for the power washing. Come on, Chopper!”

			Grant started off along the sidewalk with his dog trailing behind him. Emmett watched them disappear down the street, and then he turned back to the very quiet Maddie beside him. “Are you okay?”

			Her head snapped around to look at him, her cheeks touched with the redness of emotion. “I’m fine,” she said.

			He doubted that, but he wasn’t going to push the subject. Most people didn’t like to have their past sins pointed out. Brothers weren’t known for pulling punches with that kind of thing. Apparently, Maddie had a long history of making people miserable, not just him.

			He almost felt bad for her. She’d brought that on herself with her own actions, but he sure knew he wouldn’t want someone to fling his old baggage back at him. Better to just change the subject.

			“Okay, then,” he said, slapping his knees and standing up. “Let’s show this fireman weenie who’s boss.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“We’re wasting our time,” Emmett complained.

			Maddie frowned out the windshield. “You’re giving up too easily. It’s only been an hour.”

			“Yes, but the only person we’ve seen since we parked here was your brother Simon driving by on patrol.”

			“Do you not hunt?” Maddie asked, turning to him in irritation.

			“No, I’m from Florida. The only thing I waste my time shooting is whiskey and pool. Wildlife and I have an arrangement—I leave them alone, they leave me alone. It’s worked pretty well so far.”

			Maddie sighed and rolled her eyes. “Well, here’s lesson number one. You have to be patient. You can’t just expect the prey to pop up right away. You have to be still, don’t give it any reason for alarm, and wait for it to come to you.”

			“We’re not going to shoot this guy, are we?”

			Maddie snorted. “No. It’s just a metaphor. We’ve got to let the whole town fall asleep, then see if our sneaky little vandal thinks it’s safe enough to venture out.”

			“So we’re just going to sit here until five in the morning?”

			“You are the most impatient person I’ve ever met,” Maddie grumbled. “Yes.” She reached into the backseat and grabbed a box from the bakery. “See if this helps ease the discomfort of sitting in my presence for a few more hours.”

			“What is it?” Emmett asked as he took the box from her.

			“One leftover chocolate éclair, today’s special, a couple different cookies, one or two dirty brownies, and a slice of orange pound cake.”

			“Good Lord,” Emmett said, prying open the box. “How long are we going to be out here?”

			“They’re leftovers,” Maddie explained. She kept her eyes glued to the windshield, watching for any sign of movement around town. She expected whomever did this to travel on foot. A car would draw too much attention, but someone just walking around would hardly be noticeable. “Normally, I save all my leftovers for Jeanette Kincaid. Every morning, she comes by the shop to pick up anything I didn’t sell and takes it to the battered women and children’s shelter in Ashville.”

			“Jeanette Kincaid? Isn’t she the one who got arrested in the spring for peeping in women’s windows?”

			“Yes.” It had been quite the scandal, putting all the single women in town on edge thinking some pervert was on the loose. It turned out that Jeanette was just on the hunt for her wayward husband. “She was sentenced to community service, too, only she had to serve hers at the shelter. It really opened her eyes to how bad a relationship could be and how she’d completely overreacted to the situation with her husband. She’s continued to volunteer there, at least a couple of times a week. I give her my day-old product so it doesn’t go to waste. I know if I were in their situation, there’s nothing I’d like better than a decadent treat to lose myself in for a few minutes.”

			“Why didn’t you give all this to her, then?”

			“Because we’re closed on Sundays. If I have a bunch left, I either take them by the police station or the firehouse. If it’s just a little, I’ll toss it or take it home to nibble on. Tonight, I brought it with us.”

			Emmett pulled out a dirty brownie and took a bite. “This has an Oreo cookie inside it.”

			She smiled. He wasn’t the first one to be surprised. “I know, I put it there. It’s a layer of chocolate chip cookie dough, a layer of Oreos, then a layer of brownie batter poured over the top. It’s especially good fresh from the oven with vanilla ice cream on top.”

			Emmett moaned at her suggestion. “That sounds amazing. I’m surprised though,” he said, taking another bite. “This isn’t the kind of dessert I was expecting from you, Fancy Pants.”

			Maddie shrugged off the nickname. He was right—it wasn’t exactly the kind of thing she’d trained on. “I like to try different things. After you accused me of being too fancy, I thought I might try this recipe and see how it did. It sold out over lunchtime. I ended up making a second batch, and that’s all that was left.”

			Emmett stopped and turned to look at her. “Are you actually admitting that you took my advice and found it to be sound?”

			Maddie refused to look at him, peering out the driver’s window at the side streets with the binoculars she’d brought. No movement. She was hoping something would happen to derail the conversation, but she wasn’t so lucky. “I’m saying that I’ve realized people don’t necessarily want delicate high-quality pastries all the time. So, yes,” she admitted with a wince of pain, “I guess you were right.”

			Emmett gloated for a moment, happily finishing his brownie before setting the box aside. After sitting silently together in the car for a few minutes, he said, “I haven’t so much as seen a rabbit run across the lawn of the courthouse.”

			“Are you going to start this again?” Maddie complained. “Eat a cookie.”

			“Why don’t we just talk? That helps pass the time, and I won’t gain five pounds.”

			“Talk about what?”

			“I wanna talk about what happened between you and your brother at the firehouse yesterday.”

			Maddie tore her gaze away from her neighborhood watch and met Emmett’s curious green eyes. She frowned. “There’s not much to talk about.”

			Emmett chuckled. “Oh, I sincerely doubt that. The tension between you two was so thick you couldn’t cut it with a knife. I think there’s a long story there and we’ve got hours to kill. Lay it on me.”

			He wasn’t going to let this go. Her only choice was to tell him the truth or give up on her quest and drive him home. She slumped back into her seat. It wasn’t as though he had a very high opinion of her that would be damaged by her confession, anyway. “I’m a mean girl,” she said simply. When Emmett didn’t respond, she had no choice but to continue on.

			“Back in school, I was at the top of the food chain. I was popular; I was a cheerleader; I had all the latest and coolest clothes and gadgets . . . My father pretty much gave me anything and everything I asked for. Obviously, I was spoiled and I could be an even bigger handful than I am now.”

			“That’s kind of terrifying,” Emmett said.

			Maddie ignored his smart response. “Somehow, when I got into high school, spoiled kind of morphed into bratty, which ended up as just plain mean. There was a little clique of us, five girls who had the run of the school. Individually, we were okay, but once we got together, we could be really awful. We made fun of everyone, because we felt like we were better than everyone. We got a laugh out of it, and as friends, it was almost how we bonded.”

			“You thought that was okay?”

			“To be honest, I didn’t really think about it. I was sort of lost in my own personal daily drama. If someone went home and cried one night, I didn’t know or care. I was riding high on the wave of popularity and I felt almost untouchable. After graduation, things changed. My friends and I went our separate ways. Lydia is the only one who still lives in town, but she left for culinary school when I left for France. When I got back, there was less of the nastiness to others because I didn’t have that circle of friends feeding it.”

			“But you still thought you were better than everyone else in town?”

			Maddie frowned and let her gaze drop into her lap. “I think highly of myself and my family, yes. I feel like I’ve worked hard for what I’ve achieved, and I expect others to do the same. I have a sense of pride in myself and everything that I do, so to me, it doesn’t seem like I feel I’m better than other people, just that I’m the best me I can be. But that must not be how it comes off to others if so many people, including my own brother, think I’m so horrible.”

			“I don’t think you’re horrible, Madelyn. You might have been a little terror in high school, but you’ve grown up. You donate to the homeless and you work hard to make Rosewood a more beautiful place. I think you just don’t always realize that some of the things you say or do, even when being helpful, can come off as snobbish.”

			Maddie sighed. “I know. And it seems like no matter how hard I try, I can’t shake my old reputation. My brother was right. I would’ve made Gertie’s life hell in high school. She’s so awkward, in hand-me-downs and knockoff shoes. I never would’ve bothered to see that she’s smart and kind and thoughtful. She’s a good person, and I hate that people like me make things harder on a kid who’s obviously already struggling. It really bothers me to think about it and admit it to Grant, but I know it’s true.”

			“You can shake your reputation, Fancy.” Emmett reached over and took her hand. Enveloped in his warmth, she found it difficult to concentrate on the topic. “You need to show people that you’re not the kid you used to be. Drawing attention to your good deeds just looks like gloating, but maybe you can find another way to give back to the community.”

			Maddie thought about the conversation she’d had with Alice. She’d really been excited about the prospect of showing a movie and seeing what the turnout was like. It was a perfect community event and one that Maddie could play a role in by sponsoring it. “I am talking to Alice Jordan about doing a movie in the square. Do you think that kind of thing would help?”

			Emmett smiled. “I do. That’s a great opportunity for you to get out there and mingle with everyone in town, not just the people who can afford to buy things at your bakery or socialize with you at charity galas or whatever you rich people get together and do.”

			Maddie laughed. “Charity galas are just a cover for our secret plot of world domination.”

			“That’s what I thought.”

			Maddie’s gaze dropped down to her hand and she realized Emmett was still holding it. It felt so comfortable, so normal to be talking to him while they held hands. It shouldn’t, but it did. There was something about Emmett, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, that drew her to him. Yes, they argued; yes, he had many annoying qualities that made him completely unsuitable for a woman like her . . . Is that really being stuck-up? But in the end, she couldn’t deny that she was attracted to him.

			His large, rough hands, his easy smile and messy hair were charming on him, yet seemed sloppy on any other man. He was the opposite of everything she’d ever sought out in a man. Since all those other relationships hadn’t really worked out, maybe she needed to change tactics. Maybe she needed to do more than just prove to the community that she was open-minded . . . she needed to truly be open-minded. To open herself up to the idea of dating someone outside her usual dating pool.

			She was definitely open to the idea of another kiss. The one in the bakery had been surprising, tingle-inducing, and over far too soon. Being handcuffed together had complicated the matter, but now they were together of their own volition. No handcuffs. No court orders.

			“You really think I’m a good person?” she asked softly.

			“I do,” he said, his thumb gently stroking the back of her hand. It sent a shiver of awareness up her arm, making her heart beat faster in her chest. “Everyone has to make the decision to be nice. I think you can choose to be someone people like and look up to for the right reasons.”

			She could do that. “Thank you.” Maddie hesitated, the words on the tip of her tongue. “Emmett, that night in the bakery when we kissed, you told me I was beautiful. Did you really mean that, or were you just trying to rile me up?”

			“I meant it. You’ll find that for my many vices, I’m usually pretty honest. I mean what I say. Why are you always questioning me when I say nice things about you?”

			Maddie shrugged and looked down at their entwined fingers. “I don’t know. I’m not used to it, I guess. Or I’m used to it being insincere flattery.”

			Emmett shook his head. “I don’t understand. I can’t figure out why there aren’t men lined up outside your door just waiting for the chance to tell you how beautiful you are.”

			“I guess I’ve scared away all the eligible men in Rosewood. You’re legally obligated to stick around.”

			“I’m not obligated to be here right now,” Emmett said as he reached out to cup her cheek and turn her face to him. “It’s my choice.”

			The intense way he watched her made her insides feel like they were melting. “Okay,” she said, feeling emboldened by his touch. “Since you’re so honest, tell me—would you like to kiss me again?”

			His eyes narrowed at her in the darkness. “Do you think it would help or hurt our tentative truce if I said I did?”

			“I guess it depends on how good the kiss is,” she answered with a sly smile curling her lips. She leaned in to him, sucking in a lungful of his scent she’d craved: a mix of woodsy earthiness and subtle spice. “Feel like taking the risk?”

			He answered with his mouth, pressing his lips to hers before she could even react. Maddie stiffened at the suddenness of the kiss, but immediately responded to his touch. She couldn’t help it. She found herself leaning into him, moaning softly against his lips as though he was the tastiest pastry she’d ever crafted.

			The first time they’d been handcuffed together, but this time she had no impediment to her movement. Maddie wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling as close to him as the obnoxious console between them would allow. She felt the heat of Emmett’s hand at her waist, his touch burning through the fabric and raising her body temperature by a couple of degrees.

			She had never been much of a fan of French kissing. A lot of the men she’d kissed in the past took it as an opportunity to try choking her with their tongues. It was sloppy, strange, and not at all arousing. All those men could’ve taken lessons from Emmett.

			His tongue coaxed her mouth open, the silk of it gliding along her own. It caressed, teased, tasted. When he groaned against her lips, it built a warmth in her belly that she’d never experienced from kissing alone. As his hand moved up her side, nearing her breast, she could feel her nipples tighten in anticipation. She wanted him to touch her. Needed it. And yet a part deep inside of her started to tense and panic at the idea of where this might be heading.

			Before her nerves could get the best of her, his hand shifted to her arm, sliding up until it reached her shoulder, gently pushing her away.

			“What’s the matter?” she asked.

			“Nothing. Not a damn thing,” he said, slumping back against his seat and running his fingers through the long strands of his hair. “Except that we’re in your car, sitting in the square, in the middle of the night. I don’t think that’s where you’d want this to progress, and even if you did, I don’t have any protection on me. Besides that, we’re supposed to be watching for the Penis Picasso. If that’s still your goal for tonight, we need to stop now before we get so distracted, he could spray-paint right in front of us and we wouldn’t notice him.”

			Maddie was disappointed, but she knew he was right. She wasn’t entirely sure how she’d handle it if they’d gone any further, anyway. With a sigh, she sat back in her seat and turned her attention to the windshield and the dark, silent town ahead of them. She tried to ignore the tiny bursts of electricity that traveled along her body where he’d touched her and the fire that had been lit in her belly. “That little bastard better show up soon.”
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			Maddie’s eyes fluttered open as a beam of sunlight stretched across her face. “Whaa . . . ?” she muttered as she looked around and realized she was still in her car.

			Looking over, Emmett was passed out beside her, his coat balled up as a pillow against the glass of the passenger window.

			“What time is it?” she asked, scrambling around for her phone.

			Emmett stirred beside her, but he was slower to rise than she was. She found her phone in the console. Lord, it was eight in the morning.

			“Wake up,” she said, giving Emmett’s shoulder a shake. “We fell asleep in the car.”

			Emmett finally sat up, frowning at her with a grumpy, sleepy face that was a little adorable. His blond hair was standing up, and he had red marks from his coat across his cheek.

			“What’s going on?” he asked, looking out the windshield as people walked by them.

			“What do you mean? They’re on their way to church. The Baptist service starts at eight fifteen.”

			“I don’t care where they’re going. I want to know why they keep stopping and pointing at the car as they walk by.”

			Maddie looked out the window and noticed he was right. People were giving them peculiar looks. Perhaps being caught sleeping with Emmett, so to speak, was scandalous. But they weren’t really looking at them. They were looking at the hood of her car.

			She leaned forward in her seat. A slash of crimson across the pearl-white hood of her Mercedes immediately caught her eye. “Oh my God.”

			Maddie fumbled for the door handle and stumbled from the car onto the sidewalk. There, she could tell exactly why everyone was staring at her car. The Penis Picasso had spray-painted a giant penis wearing an apron on the hood of her Mercedes. Her jaw dropped open, words failing her. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t possibly be happening.

			“Holy shit,” Emmett said as he joined her on the sidewalk. He ran his fingers through his messy hair and shook his head. “You were right, he did strike last night. He just did it after we fell asleep.”

			“He knew. He knew we were looking for him. The bastard waited until we passed out and did this just to thumb his nose at us.” Maddie reached out and drew her finger across the hood, but the paint had long dried. “What am I going to do? I can’t just drive around Rosewood with a giant . . . thing . . . on my car.”

			Emmett wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulder, bringing back memories from the night before. Even his warm cologne and strong embrace couldn’t make this moment go away.

			Especially not when a bright light flashed across her car. They both turned in time to see Clark Newton from the Rosewood Times snapping photos of her car. “Wow,” he said, taking shot after shot. “The sixth one. And on your car, too. Maddie, do you mind giving me a few words for the paper about this?”

			She watched him let the camera hang loose around his neck as he reached for the notepad and pencil in his pocket.

			“How does it feel to be the latest victim of the Penis Picasso?”

			She shook her head, not quite able to find the words. All she could do was turn her head back toward her beautiful, ruined graduation present and stare at the damage. “Violated,” she managed at last. That was a good word.

			Clark scribbled on his pad. “Why do you think the Penis Picasso chose your car to target?”

			“Because he knows we’re onto him,” Emmett said, saving her from the unwanted interview. “Madelyn and I plan to catch the Penis Picasso and put an end to this crude vandalism. Rosewood is a nice town. It doesn’t deserve to have trash roaming around free.”

			“You plan to catch him?” Clark said with a note of incredulity in his voice. “Do you subscribe to the idea that this is just a teenage prankster?”

			“We did at first,” Emmett said. “But now it’s gone too far. Whoever is doing it likes the notoriety. And you’re not helping the matter,” he added pointedly.

			Clark looked up from his notepad. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You’re sensationalizing it. Splashing photos of his work across the front page of the paper, giving him that stupid nickname . . . He likes the attention and you’re giving it to him. If we all ignored him, the graffiti would probably stop.”

			“You think so?” Clark said, looking at him curiously.

			“I know so. Interview over. Get in the car, Fancy.”

			Maddie didn’t argue. They climbed back into her car and she started the engine. She didn’t want Clark taking any more photos of it. “Where are we going?”

			“We’re driving over to Anthony’s Auto Shop.”

			Maddie backed out of their parking spot, her hesitation evident in her speed down the street. “I don’t think the Anthony family likes me very much. You saw what happened with my dad and Logan at the courthouse.”

			Emmett dismissed her concerns. “Vince Anthony doesn’t care about all that. He’s a businessman and he wants everyone’s business, including the Chamberlains’. Just like you want everyone’s business for your bakery. Would you refuse to make a wedding cake for Pepper and Grant’s wedding reception?”

			“Of course not.” She turned down Morning Glory Road and pulled into the auto shop. “They’re not going to be open on Sundays.”

			“That’s fine. We’ll give them a call and see if someone can come down and pull the car into the garage to keep it safe.”

			“I can’t just leave it here, Emmett. I need my car.”

			He chuckled as he picked up his phone. “Do you really want to drive this around town until you can get it fixed?”

			He was right. She couldn’t do that. As it was, she was going to be the laughingstock of the town. If it took a few days to get it repainted, she’d survive. She walked to work, and if she was desperate for groceries, she could always see if her mother or one of her brothers could give her a ride.

			She sat quietly as Emmett called someone. “Hey, it’s Emmett. Do you have the keys to your dad’s garage?” He hesitated. “Yeah, we’re right outside. If you could open up, we’ll pull the car in and leave it for them to worry about tomorrow. Sure thing.”

			“Who was that?” she asked after he hung up.

			“Logan.” Emmett pointed to the house across the street with the sign that read ANTHONY, ATTORNEY AT LAW on the lawn. “He’s right across the street and can let us in. We’ll worry about the rest later.”

			A few minutes later, Logan jogged across the street in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Since he’d moved back, she hadn’t ever seen him at the church, so he was probably enjoying a lazy Sunday morning.

			Logan unlocked the shop, and a moment later the garage door rolled up. Maddie pulled in and handed over her keys when they got out.

			“Dad’ll give you a call tomorrow to let you know his estimate and how long it will take to uh . . . remove that.” Logan had the decency to shelve the smirk, which she hadn’t expected.

			“Thanks.”

			They all walked back out, and Maddie and Emmett started back toward First Avenue. Emmett walked her all the way to her house, then hesitated for a moment. Maddie understood. It was almost like the end of a date. There should be more, a good-bye kiss or a promise of another outing together. Instead, he gave her a casual wave and started down the stairs and across the street toward the bar.

			“Would you like to come in for some coffee or something?” she asked, reaching out to catch his arm before he got too far. She wasn’t ready for him to leave. The vandalism of her car had occupied their minds and put thoughts of last night and what it might mean on the back burner. She wasn’t sure if that was just a middle of the night indulgence for him or if it was the beginning of something real between them. She wanted to know. She couldn’t let her hopes get up for nothing.

			“I can’t,” he said. “The bar opens at noon. I’ve gotta try to catch a couple more hours of sleep before work. But,” he added, “I’ll take a rain check. How about dinner tomorrow night?”

			“You mean like a date?”

			“Yes. You, me, dinner. No paintbrushes or binoculars. Just a date.”

			“I’d like that.”

			He leaned in and planted a soft kiss on her cheek. “I’m glad. I’d like it, too,” he whispered into her ear before pulling away with a wide grin on his face. “I’ll pick you up at six,” he said as he turned and jogged across the narrow road and entered the side door of the bar.

			Maddie couldn’t help but match his smile. She hadn’t been asked out on a real date since Paris. There, she’d been free to indulge without her family’s influence getting in the way. Once she returned home, that anonymity was gone. She’d busied herself with opening the bakery, but in the place where her love life should be there was a gaping hole.

			But now, for the first time in a long time, she felt almost a little giddy. The thrill of a new romance heated her cheeks and sent her blood pumping warm through her veins. She was surprised, and not many men had the ability to do that to her.

			The last one who had, well, he turned out to be a terrible, dangerous mistake. Maddie prayed her instincts weren’t off again this time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Logan was making a quick evening run through the Piggly Wiggly when he noticed his half brother Grant going down an aisle. He tried a few evasive maneuvers, hoping to lose him in the frozen foods, but the next thing he knew, he rounded the endcap display of paper towels and found himself face-to-face with Grant.

			“Hey, Logan,” Grant said in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you here. I didn’t see your car out front.”

			“I live right across the street, so I walk. It keeps me from buying more junk food than I can carry.”

			Grant chuckled in a disarming way that almost made Logan like him. That went against a lifetime of indoctrination and he hadn’t been able to buck it as easily as Pepper had. He really wasn’t sure how to handle this situation. It was so much easier when the issue was black-and-white: the Chamberlains were all selfish bastards who abused their power and influence, and Logan and Pepper were to stay far, far away from them. The revelations of the spring and Grant’s relationship with his sister had changed all that, shifting a lot of things into a nebulous gray area.

			Logan knew his dad had told Grant the truth about Logan’s paternity. It had been necessary in order for Pepper and Grant to salvage their relationship. Thankfully, Grant had kept a lid on the news and hadn’t shared the knowledge with anyone.

			Pepper told him that Grant wanted to forge some kind of relationship with him, but Logan had been resistant. He had a hard time trusting Grant or his motives. No matter what, Grant was a Chamberlain and that meant Logan carried a certain amount of skepticism where he was concerned.

			Even after months of knowing the truth about his family, Logan had still managed to ignore the fact that he, too, was a Chamberlain. That was an issue that didn’t have to be tackled until after the truth got out and everyone knew. He wasn’t ready for that yet. He was much happier working silently, twisting the screws on Norman’s business and making him suffer.

			“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask if you’d like to come over to the loft for dinner one night. We thought we might wait until the house was done, but at this rate, it may never happen.”

			Dinner with his sister and Grant sounded incredibly awkward and not exactly how he wanted to spend an evening. At least everyone there knew the truth, but he couldn’t fathom what they would have to talk about. He really couldn’t put them off much longer, though. Pepper had been pushing him all summer to get to know Grant—if not for the sake of bonding with his half brother, then for her sake, since Grant would soon be his brother-in-law. What a convoluted mess Norman had made with his wandering eye and wide-open zipper.

			“Sounds good,” Logan said. “Just have Pepper text me or something and we can set up a time later this week, maybe.”

			“Great.”

			Logan was about to veer his cart in another direction when he heard Grant’s voice again.

			“Hey, Logan?”

			Logan turned back, looking into the Chamberlain blue eyes that he himself had, but never connected to the family the way he should’ve. “Yeah?”

			“I was also thinking that maybe you and I could get together one night and get a drink, just the two of us. To talk about . . . stuff.”

			Logan suppressed his knee-jerk reaction to say no. Grant had been put in an unenviable position and was trying hard to bridge this chasm between the two families. He didn’t want to, but if he kept rebuffing his half brother, things would become awkward, both with his family and Pepper’s new family. Maybe an honest chat with some beer would be more productive than he expected. “Okay.”

			“I’m on day shift right now, so I get off at six. I could meet you over at Woody’s after that.”

			“Sure,” Logan nodded. “Pepper has my number. Just text me when you find a day that works. Most of my evenings are free.”

			“Will do.”

			Grant headed in the direction of the checkout stands, and Logan went to the pharmacy for some cold medicine. The minute he’d agreed to all this, he’d started praying to catch something contagious so he could avoid it.
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			The bar cleared out shortly after closing Sunday night. Emmett cleaned up, cashed out, and headed upstairs. After a long and confusing night, he was looking forward to crashing in bed, watching a movie, and putting unproductive thoughts of Madelyn Chamberlain out of his mind.

			He wasn’t sure what he’d been thinking when he asked her out that morning. Or when he’d kissed her the night before. She had that spell over him, making him do stupid things when she looked at him with those big blue eyes. He tried to think positive about it. A date might be nice. It might also go horribly awry and tear their truce to shreds. He supposed he would find out tomorrow night.

			Emmett was popping a bag of microwave popcorn when he noticed a voice mail message on his phone. He hadn’t heard it ring earlier, but when things got busy, he was lucky to notice if the smoke alarms were going off.

			Swiping at his screen, he noticed the call was from Adelia Chamberlain. Huh, that was unusual. She was either having some kind of rich-person financial crisis, or she’d somehow found out that he was snogging her granddaughter. Curious to find out which it was, he hit the button to play back the message.

			“Hello, Emmett. This is Adelia Chamberlain,” she said as though he wouldn’t recognize the sound of her voice instantly. Not many people had his private cell phone number, and those who did sounded nothing like an elderly southern woman with good breeding. “I need to talk to you about my portfolio. I think I want to make some adjustments. I’ve also got a fairly large chunk of income that I’d like to invest. Can we get together next week to discuss it? I’m not sure if I have any reason to come into town, but perhaps you could come out to the house. Helen is away next week, vacationing with some of her old sorority sisters, so you shouldn’t run into anyone at the house. Please call me and let me know.”

			Emmett hung up and deleted the message. He didn’t want to risk anyone seeing it. It was paranoid; no one gave a crap who called his phone, but it was that kind of paranoia that had earned him three stress-free years living in Rosewood with only a single soul in town who knew about his past.

			Adelia was that person. She was the reason he’d come to Rosewood; how he’d managed to move from Florida and trip over a tiny southern town with the perfect business opportunity for him. He was forever thankful for that chance, and as such, was forever in the employ, albeit secretly, of the Chamberlain matriarch.

			He pulled the popcorn out of the microwave and dumped it into a bowl. He took it, a soda, and his phone with him into the bedroom, where he climbed into some cotton pajama pants and settled into bed.

			Adelia didn’t call often. She was a fairly conservative investor. She didn’t like moving things around a lot; she wasn’t interested in buying and selling to turn a quick buck. She was in it for the long haul and that had served her well. She’d bought Apple stock back when Steve Jobs had hair. She’d had Coca-Cola stock long before they wanted to teach the world to sing. The rest of her portfolio was like the blueprint for progress: steel, oil, electronics, and pharmaceuticals. She made smart choices, both investing in solid businesses and having enough vision to see what had potential in the future.

			As her portfolio manager, she wasn’t the client who made him the most money by making constant commissioned transactions, but he did enjoy working with her. She wasn’t demanding or irritable if a stock didn’t perform as expected. After a while, he noted how well her accounts performed and tried to model part of his own portfolio after hers. He had spent several years buying risky, high-yield stocks, and he tried to balance some of that out with longer-range investments like hers. The combination had served him well, allowing him the unheard-of luxury of retiring from that backbiting business at twenty-eight.

			Emmett had made a fortune, fast, and gotten the hell out. He thought he’d like the exciting world of finance and investments, but there was a dark side to it that made him uncomfortable. His firm was always pressuring him to sell stocks to his clients when he didn’t feel good about them. He’d seen people’s financial futures get wiped out from bad advice and manipulative stock-trading tactics. It was a morally ambiguous business and he was happy to take his money and run.

			At least he tried. When he called all his clients to let them know about his “retirement,” most of them didn’t care. They were handed off to other financial managers without a hiccup. But not Adelia. Oh, no. She wanted to know exactly where he was going and why he was abandoning her. He’d been the first person she’d actually enjoyed working with in all her years of investing and she wasn’t about to just let him go.

			He’d opened up to her and told her about what he was doing. That he wanted out and was looking for a quieter, less complicated life. That’s when Adelia told him about the little town where she lived. It sounded like something out of a movie: the quaint southern town with magnolia trees lining the streets and lightning bugs dancing across the summer twilight. Emmett had lived in Tampa his whole life, but Rosewood sounded like the kind of place—and the kind of pace—he needed.

			Then she’d mentioned that the local bar was for sale. She’d billed it as having rustic charm, a prime downtown location, and complete with an apartment over it to live in. Honestly, the woman should’ve been in sales herself. He caught a flight to Birmingham the next day and drove his rental car to the middle of nowhere to track down his future.

			The bar had been a little more rustic than she’d claimed and the town a little more sleepy than he’d expected, but it’d worked out. He sold his waterfront condo, traded his Porsche for a pickup truck, and moved to Rosewood.

			Renovating the bar gave him the perfect cover story when he moved to town. He was a craftsman, a woodworker, as far as anyone in town knew thanks to a hobby he’d picked up from his father. No one would expect a young millionaire to move to a small town and live in a thousand-square-foot apartment over a bar. His past in Florida and the fortune in his portfolio stayed secret.

			That was how he liked it. He was able to put his life behind him, aside from Adelia. The price for her silence was that he had to continue managing her portfolio. To protect this cover, they rarely met up in person, but when she needed to give him a check or have a chat, she would call. She hated talking on the phone and would insist on him coming to the mansion, or on rare occasions, she would come to the bar when it was closed.

			Emmett wasn’t quite sure he’d ever be able to erase the image of such a proper lady sitting on a barstool sipping a beer while they talked stocks and bonds. She wasn’t quite as uptight as people seemed to think.

			He couldn’t imagine Madelyn doing the same thing, but maybe he was wrong. She’d thrown caution to the wind last night, but he wasn’t sure she’d ever really be able to give in to their attraction. At least not unless she knew who he really was. She would probably think owning a bar and living like he did was charming if she knew he was a secret millionaire. Living the same life with less money in the bank made it pathetic, sad, and likely beneath her. And yet, she’d said yes to their date.

			It made him wonder . . . had her grandmother somehow leaked the truth? He couldn’t imagine why Adelia would spill the beans, especially to Madelyn, but you never know. He’d have to check with her and make certain their secret was still theirs.

			If Madelyn wanted him with the smell of whiskey on his clothes and a quiet, weekday burger date in their future, great. But he wasn’t going to let himself fall for Fancy Pants if her change of heart had anything to do with realizing he had money.

			Emmett flipped on the television to an old Western he’d seen a hundred times, and reached for his laptop. He shoveled some popcorn into his mouth while he waited for it to boot up, then pulled up his investment software. He idly poked around, looking at a few performance trends before he dumped some stock and bought something else. He might not have liked the business as a whole, but he still enjoyed the excitement of taking a risk and seeing how it turned out.

			As he finished and sat his computer aside, he realized that perhaps he was filling that same risk-taking urge with Madelyn. She wasn’t the kind of woman he usually went for. She was beautiful and independent, running her own business, which was nice. But she was also high-maintenance, stuffy, and her sense of humor was questionable. Even then, he was drawn to her for some reason. Whether they were fighting or making out in her car, he couldn’t get her out of his head.

			He’d asked her out, hoping she could accept him as he seemed, not as he was. If he wasn’t willing to take a chance with someone who didn’t fit into his usual mold, how could he expect her to?
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			Maddie stayed later than usual at her grandmother’s house. Sunday supper was delayed until the evening, since Maddie’s sleep had been disrupted by her late-night antics. Blake picked her up, since her car was in the shop. She carefully avoided the topic of the giant genitalia on her car, but she knew when those photos hit the papers tomorrow, she would get her fair share of ragging from her brothers. For now, they just thought she was having a little fender-bender work done.

			When she left that night, her grandmother gave her the keys to her Cadillac so she’d have a vehicle for the next few days. Maddie could only pray that the vandal didn’t come to her house and craft more art on her grandmother’s cherry-red Caddy.

			She was making her way back into town and opted to cruise by the bakery before going home. It was closed today, but she liked to check in and make sure everything looked all right.

			As she rounded the corner, Maddie frowned. The lights were on inside the shop. She knew for certain she’d turned off all the lights when she closed up on Saturday afternoon. Curious, she flipped off her headlights and pulled into the parking space out in front of the salon next door. If something was going on, she didn’t want to tip anyone off to her arrival.

			Her heart started pounding nervously as she climbed out of the car and started toward the shop. She could be interrupting a burglary in progress.

			Standing at the edge of the brick wall, she peered around the corner to see into the shop, but most of the light was coming from the kitchen in back. Had Gertie told someone that she sometimes kept the deposit in the freezer?

			Maddie caught a blur of movement inside. The person moved past the doorway too quickly for her to see who it was. But then they came back around and stood facing away from the door. The motion, and the white-blond ponytail, were unmistakable. She was rolling out dough on the counter.

			Gertie. What on earth was she doing at the shop at ten on a Sunday night? She had school tomorrow.

			Maddie reached for the front door and found Gertie had left it unlocked. That was dangerous if someone knew she was in there alone. With a frown, Maddie stepped inside, being careful not to scare her. “Gertie?”

			Her employee’s head popped out from the kitchen, a look of panic on her face. “Miss Maddie! Hi, um . . .”

			“Gertie, what are you doing here so late? You’re not even supposed to be working today. I gave you your own key to make things easier, but I never expected to find you here in the middle of the night.” Maddie took a few steps toward the kitchen and realized she was rolling out a batch of cinnamon rolls.

			“I thought I would come in tonight and get a head start on a few things for tomorrow. I like being in the shop after hours, when I can bake and not worry about things.”

			Maddie didn’t like the sound of that. “Worry about what things? Are some of the customers giving you trouble when I’m not here?”

			“Oh, no,” Gertie said with large, pale eyes behind her dark frames. There was a smidge of powder on her nose that nearly blended into her pale skin. “Everyone’s been very nice to me. I’m not used to that; I like it.”

			Gertie shifted her gaze down, away from Maddie’s eyes. Her movement revealed gray circles under the young girl’s eyes. She looked like she wasn’t sleeping much. Something was bothering her.

			Maddie flipped the lock on the bakery door and walked over to Gertie, taking her hand. “Come on,” she said. “We’re going to the tea room.”

			“Why?” Gertie asked as she was half dragged up the stairs.

			At the top, Maddie flipped on the lights, revealing the large open space she hoped to develop one day into its own tiny restaurant. “For tea,” she said at last. She plugged in the electric kettle and filled it with water at the sink in the small kitchen to the left. “Have a seat.”

			Without argument, Gertie sat down in one of the chairs circling the nearest table. She waited there silently until Maddie came back to the table with two cups of tea. She handed one to Gertie and sat down in the seat beside her. “Tell me what’s going on.”

			Gertie avoided her gaze for a minute, stalling by taking a sip of her tea. “I’m having some trouble at school,” she said at last.

			“Trouble with classes?”

			“No, trouble with some of the other girls.”

			Maddie immediately felt her stomach sink. Grant had hit the nail on the head. She might not be roaming the halls of Rosewood High any longer, but some new, popular, and unpleasant girls had taken her place. “Are they being mean to you?”

			Gertie nodded. “It started with giggles and pointing in the hallway. Then one day, a girl complimented my shirt and asked where I got it. When I told her it came from a thrift store, she said she wasn’t surprised, and all the other girls started laughing. Then one day, one of the girls called me Gertie the Ghost—I guess because my hair and skin are so pale. They got a laugh out of it, but the name stuck. Now, nearly everyone calls me that. I get heckled on my Facebook wall. They post pictures of Casper the Ghost there, but they put big, chunky glasses like mine on him. There’s some photoshopped picture of me going around on Tumblr where I’m all in white and floating across the football field.”

			Maddie felt awful for her. She could see herself in the cruel taunts of the other girls. “I’m sorry, Gertie. That’s not nice of them.”

			“Well, at first I couldn’t care less what those little divas thought of me. But since it spread, it’s almost constant. Hardly anyone talked to me before, but now the only people who do are just setting me up for a laugh. I sit alone at lunch. I walk home alone after school, then just sit on my bed and rehash all the things I could’ve said or done differently. I just feel so . . . isolated from everyone and everything. Your bakery is the first place I’ve found where I don’t feel like that. Customers talk to me. They never tease me or call me names . . . I know I’m not supposed to be here longer than I’m scheduled and I don’t expect you to pay me, but I like being here. I like to just get away.”

			“Is your house not comfortable for you, either?” Maddie asked.

			Gertie shrugged. “My house isn’t very peaceful lately. My parents fight a lot. I think they’re going to get divorced soon. I heard my mom say she was going into town to talk to Logan Anthony about something. I know he’s a lawyer; he’s got the big sign up on the side of Grandma’s shop. I think my dad is trying to hold out until I graduate high school, but I don’t know why. They just make everyone miserable by staying together.”

			Maddie felt worse with every word that came out of Gertie’s mouth. She didn’t have any safe place to be except this shop. She hated that for her, but she was glad that Gertie felt happy here. It had wounded her to hear Grant accuse her of being the kind to pick on Gertie, because it had been true. She wouldn’t dream of it now, but it hadn’t been long since she was that mean girl. She just hated it for her. Gertie was too sweet a girl to go through all this.

			“Well, Gertie, you can come to the shop whenever you like. You don’t even have to work while you’re here. If you just want to come up to the tea room to do homework and listen to your iPod, you go right ahead. Maybe after a while we can look at increasing your hours, if that’s what you want. But for now, if you need to get away, just come on over. Or if I’m home, come see me at my house.”

			“Really?” Gertie perked up in her seat.

			“Absolutely. I’m just around the corner.”

			“Thanks, Miss Maddie.” Gertie sipped her tea, a faint smile curling her lips.

			“Listen, I know what you’re going through at school. I’m ashamed to admit that when I was your age, I was the one picking on other kids. I don’t know what made me think I was better or that I had the right to make those people feel bad all the time. I wish now that I hadn’t.”

			“Did you ever apologize to any of them?”

			Maddie shook her head no. She’d apologized to her brother, but never to Pepper as she’d promised. Or to Ivy. Or to any of the other kids at Rosewood High who she had made miserable. “I should. In the meantime, I want to help you. Trust me when I say that ignoring it helps. It might get worse before it gets better, but if they don’t get a rise out of you, they’ll lose interest. I know it’s hard to play it off, but killing them with kindness may be the way to go.”

			“And if that doesn’t work?” Gertie looked at her with hopeful eyes.

			“Then we’ll bake up a tray of special brownies for you to share with the kids at school.”

			“Really? I have to be so nice that I’ll take them treats from the shop?”

			Maddie shook her head. “I said special brownies.”

			“What makes them special?”

			An evil smile curled Maddie’s lips. She reached out and patted Gertie’s hand. “Chocolate Ex-Lax.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Emmett pulled his truck out of the alley between the bar and the fire station and literally drove it across the street to Maddie’s driveway. It seemed silly, since they could’ve walked over to his truck together, but this was a date. Despite their history together, he wanted to do this right.

			The hardest part so far had been deciding what to wear. He was balancing on the edge between trying to impress her and not giving too much of his past away. He’d seen her eyes light up at the courthouse when she’d seen him in his Armani suit. He could tell Maddie had an eye for quality and was both impressed and confused by his appearance that day. It was an older suit, not his best by any stretch, but he’d felt he needed to wear a suit to court and he didn’t have anything else.

			He opted tonight for a nice pair of dress pants, a long-sleeved dress shirt, and a corduroy blazer, since it was getting a little chilly in the evenings when the sun set.

			He’d faced the same challenge in deciding where to take her tonight. Rosewood had only three options. The diner and the pizza place weren’t appropriate for a date once you got out of high school. Whittaker’s was fancy, but that was what she’d expect. He liked keeping Maddie guessing. It had taken some thought, but he’d come to a nice compromise.

			He knocked at the front door and waited. The porch light came on a moment later and the door swung open. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness, but once they did, he was stunned by the woman standing in front of him.

			Emmett had seen Maddie at the bakery—usually wearing a pair of khakis, a polo shirt, and a frilly apron, with her hair in a bun. For community service, she’d donned jeans and a fitted T-shirt appropriate for getting dirty but still clinging to her curves nicely. But not once had he ever, ever seen her looking like this.

			The bun was gone, her long chestnut hair falling in shiny waves around her face. Her striking blue eyes were enhanced by a smoky shadow and cat-eye liner, and seemed even bluer than normal because of the cobalt color of her dress. It was asymmetrical, wrapping over her right shoulder and gathering tight around her tiny waist, clinging to where it ended just above her knees.

			He couldn’t stop his gaze from traveling from head to toe, taking in the pink-painted toenails that peeped out of her nude pumps and coming back up to admire the plump sparkle of her lips.

			“Wow” was all he could manage.

			Maddie laughed, reaching for her purse and stepping out onto her porch with him. “Did you think I was going to wear my apron tonight?”

			“No,” he said with a distracted shake of his head. “But I hadn’t anticipated this, either.”

			He took a deep breath and tried to blow out the arousal that had suddenly built up inside him. While he was very thankful he hadn’t opted to be obtuse and take her to Pizza Palace, he was now wishing he’d opted for something closer to home. That long drive with her inches from him was going to be torture.

			“You look nice, too,” she said, reaching out to stroke the arm of his jacket. “The surfer has gone chic.” Maddie locked the door and turned back to him. “So where are we going?”

			“It’s a surprise,” Emmett said with a wide grin as he offered her his arm to escort her to the truck. “Rest assured it’s a restaurant that takes reservations, so at the very least, you won’t be facing sticky plastic tablecloths or disposable utensils.”

			Maddie arched an eyebrow at him as they walked together. “Interesting.”

			Emmett opened the passenger door, holding her hand to help her up into the cab of his dark gray Dodge Ram Lone Star. Once she was settled in, he shut the door and rounded the truck to get in the driver’s seat.

			Emmett didn’t have a ton of miles on his truck. Since he didn’t have a commute and almost everything he needed was within walking distance, he only ever drove it to go out of town or to take the occasional fishing trip. Despite being three years old, it still had that new-car smell. When he shut his door, he was surprised to find a new scent lingering in his cab. Lavender. Maddie’s signature scent.

			This time, when he took a deep breath, it didn’t help. It just made his awareness of her more acute. He wrapped his hands around the steering wheel and focused on the road. Fortunately, it didn’t take as long to get to the restaurant as he thought.

			They turned off the highway down a narrow, winding road that cut through the trees. When they reached the clearing, he heard Maddie draw in a surprised breath. He was glad to get a reaction out of her. She’d lived in Paris, after all, so he anticipated she would be hard to impress. The restaurant was called the Pearl on the River. At one time, it had been a plantation home, much like the home he knew Maddie had grown up in.

			Over the years, Pearl’s had taken on a slightly more magical and playful identity. There were hundreds of tiny white twinkle lights in the trees and shrubs. Topiaries had been shaped into animals that lurked in front of the house and along the edge of the gravel parking lot, luring diners off into the woods. Large wind chimes on the porch struck low, unexpected tones that drifted on the breeze and bronze pinwheels spun in the garden and hung from branches. You almost expected to see fairies dancing through the garden.

			“Have you been here before?” he asked as he helped her out of the truck.

			“No, I’ve never even heard of it.”

			“Good,” he said, taking her arm and leading them toward the front porch. There were maybe ten other cars in the parking lot, but he knew that was because the restaurant wasn’t huge. It had only a few tables, but it was a special experience. That was what he’d aimed for tonight.

			Emmett opened the screen door and held it for Maddie. Inside, the home was dark with golden antique lighting, overfilled bookcases, assorted statues, paintings, and half a dozen doorways leading to mysterious places that begged to be explored.

			Ahead of them, a woman was waiting at a hostess stand. “Mr. Sawyer?” she asked, and he nodded. “We’ve got your river-view table ready for you.”

			She escorted them through what was once the living room and through a set of double doors at the back of the house. There, they stepped out onto a large deck that had been entirely glassed in like a conservatory. There were about a dozen tables there, all of them filled except for a table for two by the window. Once they were seated, they both looked out the wall of glass at the river rushing by. A massive oak tree hovered over the glass enclosure, large glass lightbulbs hanging from it and mingling with the glimpses of stars above them. The lights also extended across the river itself, zigzagging over the water, creating a sparkling effect as the ripples rushed over rocks below.

			“I’ve never seen anything like this. It’s amazing. I hope the food is good.”

			Emmett picked up the one-page printed menu and hoped the food was good, too. As a small boutique-style restaurant, they had a fresh menu that changed daily. Tonight, they had their choice of a handful of dishes with either beef, chicken, pork, salmon, or a vegetarian dish with a stuffed, roasted acorn squash.

			When their waiter arrived, Maddie chose the salmon and Emmett opted for the beef.

			“Would either of you be interested in some wine this evening?”

			Emmett was about to suggest a wine to Maddie that would pair nicely with her fish, when she shook her head and the waiter disappeared. “I forgot you don’t drink. Not even the occasional glass of wine?”

			“No. I haven’t had the best experiences with it in the past. I like to be fully in control of my decisions at all times.”

			“But then you can’t blame bad choices on alcohol,” he said with a smile.

			“Or maybe I just don’t make as many bad choices.”

			The waiter returned with salads and a basket of warm bread. They both lost themselves in food and conversation, enjoying their time to just relax and appreciate each other’s company. It’d been a long time since Emmett had done anything like this, and he was pretty sure Maddie hadn’t unwound since the day she bought the bakery.

			“This is nice,” she said, echoing his thoughts halfway through their dinner course. “I haven’t been out on a date in a long time. I work almost constantly. Then add to that that most guys can’t grasp the idea of me being in bed by seven or eight every night, or that I get up at three.”

			“I’m keeping you up a little late tonight, I know,” he said. “It’s my only night off, and we had to wait until the shop closed.”

			“That’s okay. Once in a while is fine, it’s the general lifestyle that most people can’t understand.”

			“I know what you mean. The bar’s only closed one day a week. I’m up at three a.m., too, usually, but it’s because I haven’t gone to bed yet. I’m asleep when the rest of the world is awake.”

			“It sounds like our schedules are damn near incompatible for carrying on anything serious.”

			“That’s not true. We have twilight together. It’s not normal, but I’m not really sure anything about us is average.”

			Maddie smiled. “I was never raised to be average. I was raised believing that I was special and could do anything I wanted to do.”

			“What drew you to baking?” Emmett asked.

			“It certainly wasn’t the hours,” she said with a chuckle. “I just remember as a kid loving the idea of creating something that made people happy. Daddy has a sweet tooth, and knowing I could bake for him and he liked it always made me feel special. It’s hard to compete in a big family, you know, especially when your older brother is a football hero and your twin is a genius. I had the benefit of being Daddy’s little girl until Hazel arrived, but baking made me stand out. The idea of going to Paris and learning how to make such perfect, delicate creations was the ultimate dream. Not just to make regular, everyday cookies, but to make cookies that amazed people.”

			Emmett looked at her for a moment and then reached across the table to take her hand. There was a sadness in her expression as she spoke that he didn’t like. Had she tied all her self-worth to her ability to craft these impeccable treats? They were great, but she was more than her job, just as he was more than his bar. He brushed his thumb across the back of her hand, feeling her tremble slightly at his touch. “You don’t need perfect cookies to be amazing. You know that, right?”

			When her eyes met his, the baby blues were shimmering with a layer of glassy, unshed tears. She held his hand tight and managed a small smile. “Thank you for saying that.”

			But he didn’t think she believed him. A woman as driven as she was, was fighting for a reason.

			Thankfully, there were no more tears during dinner. The food was excellent. They shared a cinnamon crème brûlée for dessert with decaffeinated coffee so Maddie could sleep when she got home. It was fully dark as they left the restaurant and walked back to his truck. Now the fairy lights in the trees seemed to float in the darkness like late-season fireflies.

			“This makes me want to hang lights in my trees,” Maddie said. She paused, leaning her back against the side of the truck to look up at the sparkling white lights. “I’ve always loved Christmas lights, but these are even better, because I can leave them up all year long, like it’s my very own fairy garden.”

			“You should do it,” Emmett said, pressing one hand onto the edge of the truck bed. “I’ll even help you put them up.”

			“Really?” Maddie said, looking at him with big doe eyes that reflected the lights in the dark.

			She looked so hopeful, like a child being promised her heart’s desire. It confused Emmett for a moment. How could a woman who grew up so spoiled be so excited by something like this? Had her reputation become so tarnished that no one was willing to do anything for her? It was just some twinkle lights, and yet it felt like more to him. “Absolutely. I’ve even got a ladder. We can get you a timer so they turn on every night at dusk and you can see them before you go to bed and when you get up.”

			“Thank you,” Maddie said, nearly launching into his arms. He caught her in his embrace, closing his eyes to absorb the sensation of holding her so close. There always seemed to be a barrier to their intimacy—their attitudes, handcuffs, car consoles—but now it was just him and her, pressed together.

			She buried her face in his neck and Emmett slowly stroked her back. His fingers brushed over her silky, loose curls, making him wish she wore her hair down more often. Emmett took a deep breath, drawing her scent into his lungs and holding it there. As she shifted against him, he felt a stir of need in his body. She felt so good in his arms, he wanted to lift her up and carry her off to his apartment to make love to her.

			Maddie pulled away, looking up at him. Rising onto her toes, she pressed her lips to his. It was a gentle, hesitant kiss, nothing like the ones he’d initiated before. With his hands balled into fists at her side, he held back, letting her explore him with her hands and mouth. The heat in his core climbed higher, degree by degree, nearly engulfing him as her tongue glided along his own. He was on the verge of pinning her against the truck and touching her the way he ached to, when suddenly she was gone.

			Emmett’s eyes flew open and found she’d taken a step back. There was a sheepish expression on her face, even as her cheeks flushed. “Tonight was really nice, Emmett. I hate to say it, but I’ve gotta get home and get to bed.”

			Bed sounded great, but he knew that she meant without him. With a sigh, Emmett nodded and let her go. He reached for the handle and opened the passenger-side door. “Your chariot awaits.”

			[image: ]

			Maddie cut the last of her white-chocolate-raspberry-cheesecake bars. She was about to slip them into their paper wrappers when she heard the front door of the bakery chime. She pulled off her gloves and went out front to tend to her customer.

			Standing at the counter was Lydia. It was her second visit in a week, which made Maddie wonder why she was there now. Likely, she had something that she wanted to gloat about, or she’d heard about Maddie’s date with Emmett. “Hey, Maddie.”

			“Hey, Lydia,” she said, coming out from behind the counter to give her a hug. “How have you been?”

			She shrugged and turned her attention to the bakery case. “Good. The restaurant has been crazy, as usual. I keep telling Daddy we need to just contract you to make some of our desserts, but he likes to be able to say it was all done in-house. Just one more thing to do.” She bent down to eye something in the display. “What is that?”

			Maddie went back behind the counter and peered in at what Lydia was pointing at. “It’s a Bavarian cream-filled horn dusted in sugar crystals.”

			“Lord,” she said, taking a step back. “I don’t know how you can stand to be around all this junk food. It’s a wonder you don’t weigh more than you already do.”

			Maddie bit the inside of her cheek to avoid responding. She was the same size eight she’d been since graduation, so she wouldn’t let her friend get a rise out of her when it wasn’t true.

			“So, word is that last night you and Emmett were spotted looking quite chummy on your front porch. What,” Lydia said with a mix of interest and disgust, “was that all about? I thought you two were fighting.”

			“We were. And now we’re not.”

			An amused smile crossed Lydia’s face. “So, now you’re dating a bartender? Really? How very blue-collar of you, Maddie.”

			Maddie tried not to frown at her. “For one thing, he isn’t a bartender. He owns the bar.”

			“The guy brings me drinks when I order them,” Lydia said. “Same thing.”

			“And for another thing, I don’t really want to talk about it.”

			Lydia leaned against the counter. “You don’t want to talk about it? Was it really that bad?”

			“No, it was wonderful. I had a great time. So really, I don’t want to talk about it because you’re just going to pooh all over it and ruin my buzz.”

			Lydia ignored her, narrowing her gaze. “Did you sleep with him?”

			“It was our first date, Lydia! No, I didn’t sleep with him.”

			Lydia shrugged and strolled down the counter to the small container with cookie samples. For all her money and their years of friendship, she’d never come into the shop to buy anything. She ate a sample or whined until she got something free. Sometimes she went as far as to walk into the kitchen and just take something off the cooling racks without even asking. But she never bought anything, claiming she didn’t need the calories.

			Before now, that hadn’t bothered Maddie. Lydia was her best friend, right? Of course she didn’t have to pay for a cookie. But something had changed, even just in the last few days since they went to lunch. Maddie had changed, without realizing it. Lydia was the same as she’d always been. That didn’t leave them with a lot in common anymore.

			“I would’ve slept with him,” she said. “He doesn’t have a pot to piss in, but he’s hot. He’d make an excellent lover on the side, I think. Those rough carpenter’s hands . . .”

			Maddie tensed as she thought of those same hands on her body. She didn’t like the idea of Lydia imagining them. With her stunning good looks, most men fell over themselves to get attention from Lydia. More than one crush in high school had been lured away by her stunning best friend. But Lydia couldn’t have Emmett. They might have had only one date, but he was hers until Maddie said otherwise.

			“Well,” Lydia continued, ignoring her friend’s silence and casually flipping the long strands of blond hair over her shoulder. “If you do sleep with him, let me know all the details. I don’t have a lot of excitement in my own love life right now, so I’ll take whatever I can get.”

			Maddie wasn’t surprised that Lydia was having a dry spell. Not even her good looks could erase the reputation she’d earned. The whole town knew about how she’d gotten so insanely jealous over Blake. The things she’d done to Ivy in an attempt to win Blake back had been despicable. Even Maddie had been surprised her best friend could stoop so low. After Lydia was publicly outed for throwing a firecracker into the Fall Festival parade and spooking Ivy’s horse, her social calendar had shriveled right up. She’d even had to buy a Valentine’s Day date at the fund-raising auction, winning Simon when no one else would bid on him. Maddie hadn’t asked how the date had turned out, because frankly she didn’t want to know.

			“Who’s the weirdo I saw in the shop last week?” Lydia said, shifting the topic.

			Maddie felt her hands clench at her sides. “What?”

			“Some girl was working the counter when I came by and said you weren’t there.”

			“That’s my new employee, Gertie.”

			Lydia wrinkled her nose and Maddie braced herself. She couldn’t do anything about their past together and the people they’d hurt, but she wouldn’t allow Lydia or anyone else to stand in her own shop and insult Gertie.

			“That girl looks like a cast member of The Walking Dead. So thin and pale. For a minute I thought she might be an albino. Where’d you dig her up?”

			“Gertie came highly recommended from the high school. She’s a sweet girl and a very talented baker. I’m lucky to have her, and I’d appreciate it if you were respectful of her.”

			Lydia flinched. “What? She’s not even here.”

			“It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to hear it.”

			“What’s going on with you, Maddie? You opened up this hoity-toity shop and now all of a sudden you’re too good for everyone.”

			“Actually, Lydia, it’s the opposite. I’ve realized that I’m not better than anyone else. I’m trying to be more mindful and kind. I know that’s hard for you to grasp.”

			“Kind? You’re not doing a very good job. You’re my best friend and you’re being really bitchy to me.”

			At this point, Maddie desperately wanted to tell Lydia to go to hell. Unfortunately, she knew that wouldn’t be the end of it. Lydia’s vindictive streak was a mile long, and with everything going on, Maddie didn’t have time to deal with whatever drama she would dish out in retaliation.

			“I’m sorry,” Maddie said, smoothing her hand over her dark hair. “I’m stressed out and just feeling a little touchy about Gertie. Don’t take it personally.”

			Lydia eyed her for a moment and then smiled. “Okay, good. You were worrying me, there.” She went into the kitchen, coming out with one of Maddie’s limited white-chocolate-raspberry-cheesecake bars hanging out of her mouth. “We should do something this week. All we do is work,” she managed between chews. “What about tomorrow evening? I’m off.”

			“I have community service with Emmett.”

			Lydia frowned and took another bite of her pilfered treat. “What about Saturday morning? I’ve been dying to drive down to Birmingham and go to this new boutique.”

			“I have community service on Saturday, too. And even if I didn’t, the bakery is open. You know Sunday is my only day off.”

			“And you spend it with your family,” Lydia said with a sigh. “Have Ivy or Pepper started coming to Sunday dinners yet? I can’t imagine your grandmother sitting across the table from both of them. Such disappointing choices in brides for Blake and Grant. Not at all who she would’ve picked, I’d guess. Say, what does Granny think about you and old Emmett?”

			Maddie hadn’t really talked about her date to anyone. Her grandmother knew about the fighting, of course, but she hadn’t spoken to her about him since then. “I don’t think she knows. Or cares, really.”

			“I don’t know,” Lydia said. “I’d be careful about letting Emmett get too chummy with your family. You know how guys can be with you, Maddie, and this guy could use a few bucks. He’s been around Rosewood long enough to know about your family.”

			“We’ve gone on one date,” she reminded her.

			“I know. I’m just saying be careful. I don’t want another guy hurting you in his attempt to make business connections with your family.”

			Maddie stiffened. Lydia was one of the few people who knew about Maddie’s sad dating history, including the truth about what happened with Joel. Her brother’s friend had gone a step further than the other boys looking to get an in with the Chamberlain family by dating her. Joel had won her heart, then slipped a date rape drug in her drink on graduation night in the hopes she’d get pregnant and have to marry him. She’d been saved from that unfortunate situation, but it was a tender subject and one she wished her friend hadn’t brought up. “I don’t think Emmett is remotely interested in my family.”

			Lydia shrugged it off. “Okay. But don’t say I didn’t warn you if all of a sudden he’s building bookcases for your grandmother or something. He might not be trying to marry into the family like Joel, but he’d probably be happy to get a couple of high-paying customers out of it.”

			Maddie’s jaw dropped at Lydia’s cold assessment. She didn’t understand why she would think so poorly of Emmett, although she shouldn’t be surprised. Lydia thought poorly of everyone.

			“Well, thanks for the treat,” she said. “If you ever find time in your schedule to hang out with your best friend, let me know.”

			“What about Thursday night?” Maddie offered. She hated it when Lydia got pouty.

			Lydia rolled her eyes. “I’m working at the restaurant,” she said as though it was so obvious. “Just . . . never mind. You’re too busy with the bakery and the bartender. I get it. I’ll talk to you later.”

			Before Maddie could even respond, Lydia slipped out the door. She hated how easily her friend could get a rise out of her. One ten-minute discussion had been a roller coaster of emotions for her. The insults rolled so fast and furiously off Lydia’s tongue, Maddie almost couldn’t keep up with them. And the stuff about Emmett . . .

			She wasn’t going to let her friend plant seeds of doubt about her new relationship. She was happy and Lydia was jealous, that was all. Emmett wasn’t interested in having anything to do with her family. Emmett was different, he didn’t care about the money or the family reputation. He’d barely blinked when she’d picked him up in her Mercedes. None of that impressed him at all, and she liked that.

			Then again, maybe she was wrong and he was just a really good liar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Maddie felt stupid. It was Saturday night—technically Sunday morning, around two thirty—and she was standing outside the electronics store with a flashlight and her binoculars. Emmett had insisted she meet him tonight to continue their stakeout and catch the Pen—vandal.

			“My car is still in the shop,” she’d argued.

			“We don’t need it,” he’d said.

			So here she was, waiting on Emmett’s arrival. The street was silent. Woody’s had closed a half hour earlier. Rosewood was a ghost town, especially near the electronics store, which faced away from the square. It overlooked the Methodist church and cemetery, not exactly late-night hot spots.

			No one had vandalized the town since the incident with her car. Even though the vandal had managed to make his point on her hood, Maddie wondered if their pursuit of him had scared him off. Their Wednesday night community service session had been spent picking up trash at the park. Emmett was certain he’d strike again soon, so tonight, they’d try again.

			“Sorry I’m late,” a voice said from behind her.

			Maddie jumped and spun on her heels, finding Emmett on the sidewalk heading in her direction. “Lordy,” she whispered as her heartbeat slowed. “Don’t sneak up on a girl in the dark.”

			“Sorry,” Emmett said, leaning in to rub her shoulder and give her a reassuring kiss. He fished into his pocket and took out a key. “Come on,” he said as he gestured toward Green’s Electronics.

			“Why are we going in there? And why do you have a key?”

			“Brian gave it to me,” he said, unlocking the door.

			Brian had gone to high school with Maddie, and his father owned the local electronics store. She wasn’t sure what that had to do with their stakeout, though.

			“Come on,” Emmett said. Once inside, he locked the door behind him.

			“Why are we here?”

			“You’ll see.” Emmett took her hand and led her through the aisles of flat-screen televisions and accessories to the back of the store.

			There, he opened a plain white door marked NO ENTRY and ushered her through it. To the left was the stockroom, stacked high with computer boxes and Blu-ray players. To the right was a staircase.

			“We’re going upstairs.”

			Maddie followed him up to the second floor similar to what she had at her bakery. Upstairs, there was a living area that looked like it was used as a break room, and a desk piled with receipts and ledgers. On the far wall, a ladder was mounted, leading to a locked panel in the ceiling.

			“We’re going up one more level to the roof.” Emmett climbed up the ladder and unlocked the door, pushing it open and stepping through. “Come on,” he said, offering his hand.

			Maddie hung her binoculars around her neck and nestled her flashlight into the purse slung over her shoulder before she started up the ladder. “I thought you were afraid of heights.”

			He took her hand and helped her up. “This isn’t too bad. We get a great view of town, and no one, not even the Penis Picasso, will expect us to be up here watching.”

			Maddie smiled and shut the door to the ladder. “That’s brilliant. Unless, of course, Brian is the vandal.”

			Emmett chuckled and shook his head. “He’s much too busy playing on his computer to go out into the real world. It was his idea to use the store. Since the roof stretches all the way over the antiques shop and Good Soles shoe store, we can see around the square.”

			He was right. This shop was the perfect vantage point to see almost anything going on, and no one would be able to see them. As much as she hated to admit it, her big white Mercedes hadn’t been the most subtle vehicle for catching this guy. Now this . . . this might work.

			Peeking over the side, Maddie spied a fire escape that ran down the edge of the building. “Why didn’t we just climb up this way?”

			Emmett got near the edge, looking over without getting too close. “I’ve had enough rickety metal ladders to last a lifetime. Besides, it’s a fire escape. To keep people from climbing up here, it ends seven feet off the ground and you have to unlatch the extension and let it drop. The stairs through the store seemed more civilized.”

			She supposed that was true.

			“I’ll take this side,” Emmett said, pointing to the southeast side of the building. “Do you want to take the other side?”

			“Okay. Text me if you see anything.”

			Emmett nodded and walked to the far corner to crouch down and watch. Maddie went to her side, although she didn’t imagine much would happen there. She had a view of the police station—which would be bold of the vandal to try marking—the fire station that had already been hit, the Methodist church where he’d burn in hell for defiling the temple of the Lord, and the hardware store.

			She crouched down and pulled up her binoculars. The streetlights were bright enough to highlight anything in the distance, and a car with headlights would be pretty obvious. She spent a good half hour watching and, once again, seeing nothing. Then she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. Coming up Magnolia Way past the Methodist church was someone on a bicycle. The dark shape didn’t have a light or any reflectors on it the way someone exercising in the dark should wear.

			Grabbing her phone, she texted Emmett. I’ve got a guy on a bicycle headed this way. Turning onto Rosewood Avenue.

			She slunk low along the edge of the electronics store, following the bicyclist as he passed the building they were in and rounded the corner onto Main Street. Whoever it was, they were heading toward the square and away from the police station.

			I see him, Emmett replied to her text. He’s turning down First Avenue, like he’s circling the building.

			Avoiding the police station, Maddie thought. She crept to the front of the building, where she met Emmett. The guy peddled his bike over to the sidewalk just outside her bakery, then he stopped.

			“Oh no,” Maddie said. “He can’t.”

			“Just wait,” Emmett said, reaching out to hold her arm. “We’re not sure what he’s doing yet.”

			Maddie knew exactly what he was doing. She watched as he slipped off his bag and set it down, unpacking cans of paint.

			Before she knew what she was doing, she was running across the roof, heading straight for the fire escape. She climbed down, jumping onto the Dumpster beneath it, then to the ground. She ran down Magnolia Way as fast as she could. It was stupid. Dangerous. The guy could be armed, but she didn’t care. He might’ve damaged her car, but she’d be damned if he was going to put one drop of pornographic paint on the wall of her bakery.

			Stopping on the other side of the street outside the hardware store, she reached into her purse and pulled out her pistol as the man raised his arm to start his painting.

			“Don’t! You! Dare!” she shouted.

			Startled, the man turned around. His eyes grew large as he realized he’d not only been caught but that he was staring down the barrel of a gun. He raised his arms in surrender, a can of garish orange spray paint in his hand.

			“Maddie!” Emmett’s voice rang out in the distance, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t going to blink for a second and give him the chance to vandalize any more of her property. She certainly wasn’t going to let him get away, either. She had this little creep in her sights.

			“Drop the paint,” she said.

			The vandal dropped the can in his hand, letting it clatter to the ground and roll across the sidewalk.

			She still couldn’t see the guy’s face. The streetlights were casting shadows across most of his features. “Step back into the light.”

			When he didn’t move, Maddie took a step forward into the street. “Don’t think I won’t shoot you. I’m a southern girl, born and raised, and I know how to handle a firearm. I’m not going to miss.” She let a wicked grin spread across her face and lowered her arms just enough for the gun to point at his crotch. “You seem really obsessed with men’s genitalia. Maybe that’s what I’ll aim for.”

			With a gasp, the man covered his crotch and scrambled into the light. “P-please don’t, Maddie. It was just a prank. A little excitement for a sleepy town.”

			She recognized his voice before she saw his face. It was Clark Newton, the owner of the newspaper.

			“A little excitement?” she shouted, ignoring the sirens behind her. “Are you going to pay for the excitement you left across the hood of my Mercedes?”

			“I wasn’t hurting anyone,” he argued. Both his hands were still cupped firmly over his goods.

			The police car pulled around the corner then, separating Maddie from her target. She lowered her gun once Simon and Sheriff Todd leapt out of the cruiser and pinned Clark against the still-pristine bakery wall.

			“What the hell was that?” she heard Emmett say from behind her.

			Maddie shrugged and slipped the small pink pistol back into her purse. “What was what?”

			“That!” he said, pointing at her bag.

			“This?” Maddie pulled the pink gun back out. “This is Sprinkles, my handgun.”

			“Sprinkles?” he said with a look of incredulity. “Your gun is pink and you named it Sprinkles?”

			“Yes. I own a bakery, come on. Anyway, it’s not a big deal. I have a concealed-carry permit. And it’s just a .22. It wouldn’t have killed him, not from this distance. I wasn’t aiming for his head,” she said with a wicked chuckle.

			Emmett shook his head and buried his face in his palms. “You know, I know we never discussed what we’d do if we actually caught the guy, but you leaping from the roof and pulling a gun on him wasn’t what I’d anticipated.”

			Maddie felt a sheepish blush come over her cheeks. She slipped the gun back into her purse and sat it by her feet. “I know, and I’m sorry. If he’d been about to spray-paint it on the car wash or the hardware store, we could’ve just called the cops and let them handle it. But I couldn’t let him ruin my bakery.”

			“We know how to clean it off, Maddie,” he said, taking a few steps toward her and wrapping his arms around her waist. “It wouldn’t have been the end of the world.”

			“Not for you, but I didn’t want my bakery tainted. I would always know it was there once, even after we cleaned it off. I couldn’t stand the idea of a pe . . . thing on the wall of the business I’d worked so hard to start.”

			Emmett looked down at her with a quizzical lift of his eyebrow. “Fancy, say the word ‘penis.’ ”

			She flinched and wrinkled her nose. “No. I don’t like that word.”

			“Say the word: ‘penis.’ Pee-nisss,” he hissed.

			Maddie rolled her eyes. “Ugh. No, no, I’m not going to say it.”

			“Come on, Madelyn,” he urged. “You can do it. Say it. I’m not going to let this go until you say it.”

			Maddie looked around her with a wary eye. She had a hard time saying no with Emmett’s hypnotizing green gaze fixed on her. “Okay, fine. I don’t know why this is so important.” She took a deep breath. “Penis. Okay? Penis, penis, penis.”

			With opportune timing, Maddie noticed that her brother Simon had approached them. He was a couple of feet away with a confused and suspicious look on his face. “Um, are you done with whatever is going on here?”

			“Yes!” she insisted while Emmett laughed. Maddie had no intention of ever saying that word aloud again.

			“Okay, then. Sheriff Todd is going to take Clark back to the station to book him. I’d like to get your statements.”

			Emmett nodded. “Is it okay if we do it back at the bar? It’s gotten a little chillier than I was expecting it to be tonight.”

			“Sounds fine.”

			All three of them turned in time to see Sheriff Todd load Clark Newton into the cruiser. He climbed into the front and the squad car disappeared around the corner headed back to the station.

			“It’s a shame, really,” Simon said.

			“What is?”

			“Well, this is a hell of a story, but there’s no one at the newspaper to write it up.”
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			Simon didn’t stay long. Emmett got the feeling he wanted to get back to the station so he didn’t miss out on Clark’s story. He understood. There had to be a damn good reason why the owner of the newspaper was running around creating penile art all over Rosewood, and everyone was probably waiting to find out what that was.

			By the time he cleared out, it was almost four in the morning. “Can I get you something to drink?” Emmett asked once they were alone in the bar. “I think I could use a little something.”

			She shook her head. Despite her bravado with the gun, he could tell she was a little rattled. The adrenaline rush of climbing down the side of the building and apprehending the Penis Picasso was wearing off. She looked tired and anxious.

			Emmett understood. He’d hesitated long enough to call the cops on his cell phone while his scaredy-cat ass had to go back downstairs through the store, unlock the front door, relock it, and run to catch up with her. By the time he got there, the cops had arrived and he felt like the last to the party.

			He ignored her protests and poured her a glass of Sprite anyway. Although she was normally up at this hour, he wasn’t certain how much sleep she’d gotten before they went out. Since it was her day off, she might be wanting to return to bed, so he didn’t want to give her caffeine. Then he poured himself a shot of whiskey. He needed something to calm his nerves.

			Maddie eyed her drink for a moment. “Do you stock champagne at the bar?”

			Emmett looked in the refrigerated case to see what he had chilled. “I’ve got sparkling wine, yes. Not actual French champagne. The folks in town usually don’t come here to drop that kind of money on bubbly.”

			Her brow raised like she was genuinely impressed he could distinguish champagne from sparkling wine. But, then, he was a bartender; it was his job to know. He’d also consumed his fair share of actual champagne in Tampa when he was living the big life.

			“Do you want a glass?” he asked hesitantly. She insisted she didn’t drink, but he couldn’t fathom any other reason why she’d ask.

			“I think so. Actually, I think we both need one after the night we’ve had. I know I have a pretty hard stance on alcohol, but a celebration is a celebration, right?”

			“Okay,” he said with a smile. She was nonstop surprises tonight. He pulled the bottle from the case and made quick work of the cork. He pulled out two champagne flutes from overhead and poured them each a glass.

			“To nabbing the Penis Picasso!” Emmett said, raising his glass.

			“To teamwork,” she added, pointedly avoiding saying the dreaded P-word again.

			They both brought their drinks to their lips and took a sip. It had been a long time since Emmett had anything like this, not since the night he’d bought the bar and celebrated the start of his new life. Since that time, life had been easy and fun, but there hadn’t been any big moments to celebrate. She was right to suggest this.

			“This is yummy,” Maddie noted as she drained her glass with a satisfied look on her face. “It’s exactly what I would expect golden bubbles to taste like. Can I have some more?”

			“Sure. Once the bottle’s open, it’s getting drunk or tossed out anyway.” Emmett was surprised she wanted more, but he wasn’t going to tell her no. He filled her glass with more golden liquid and watched her bring it to her lips.

			“This must be why people drink,” she noted after a few more sips. “I’m feeling good. Loose. Relaxed. For the first time in a long time, I don’t have a care in the world.”

			Emmett nodded, wondering if giving her champagne on an empty stomach was a bad idea. It sounded like it was going straight to her head. Reaching below the bar, he grabbed the scoop and poured a bowl of pretzels. “These make it even better,” he said.

			Maddie absently popped a pretzel into her mouth. “Mmm. They do. Nice and salty.” A sip or two later, her glass was empty again. Emmett had taken only three sips of his own drink. Hopefully, she’d be able to get back across the street. “Come sit by me, Emmett. The bar isn’t open; you don’t need to hide behind the counter like that.”

			She was right. Emmett walked out from behind the bar and settled onto the stool beside her. “Force of habit,” he said.

			Maddie was staring intently at the last few drops in her glass. “This color reminds me of the sunrise. Or, at least, what I think it looks like. I’m not sure.”

			Emmett frowned. “You’re up at three every morning. How have you not seen the sunrise?”

			She shrugged. “I’m in the kitchen working. Hey”—she perked up—“maybe we should stay up tonight and watch the sunrise together. We could go back to the roof of the electronics store. I bet that has a nice view.”

			It probably did, but he sincerely doubted she’d make it that long. He was about to say as much when she reached across the bar for the bottle and poured herself another glass. “You might want to pace yourself,” he said instead.

			“Why?” she asked, setting the nearly empty bottle back down. “I’m probably never going to do it again. Alcohol turns me into a fool. I figure I might as well enjoy tonight for what it is and move on.”

			“You’re not worried about doing something foolish tonight?”

			She raised her glass to her lips and then stopped. Her bright blue eyes fixed on him and a wicked smile curled her lips. “If I do something foolish tonight, it’s long overdue and really has very little to do with the alcohol.”

			Emmett arched an eyebrow at her. “You say that, but in the morning you may feel differently.”

			Maddie took a large sip from her glass. “I want to feel differently. I want to feel anything at all. My life is so . . . lonely. You wouldn’t think so, with all the family I have in town, but it is. These last few weeks with you, even when I was ready to throttle you, were some of the better ones I’ve had in a long time. Our date, that kiss in the car . . . it reminded me just how much I’ve missed in my life. Did you know I’ve had only one lover in my whole life? It was a man I met in Paris. I had to go all the way to France to meet a man who wasn’t just interested in my family. I can’t go on dedicating every moment to my career because I’m afraid. I want more,” she said. “And with this liquid courage in my glass I’m not ashamed to say that what I’d like more of is you. Tonight.”

			Setting her glass aside, Maddie leaned in and clumsily planted her lips against his. There was a newfound eagerness in her as she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed the firm globes of her breasts against his chest. Her tongue sought his, her moves bolder than before.

			Emmett could only hold on to her waist, in part to steady her and in part to keep him in check. He’d much rather let his hands roam over every inch of her body, but he knew this wasn’t the time. He would let her get this kiss out of her system and then he’d take her home.

			He didn’t like the women in his life to wake up with regrets. If Maddie still wanted him in the morning after a cup of coffee, she could walk back across the street and they’d pick up where they left off.

			Finally, Maddie sat back in her seat, gripping at the counter to keep upright. Three glasses of champagne had collided with exhaustion and an empty stomach to send this teetotaler over the edge, and quickly.

			Biting at her lip, she attempted to grip the hem of her T-shirt and pull it up over her head. Before Emmett could stop her, she got it caught, her elbows and arms tangled in the top. He tried to ignore the tantalizing view of her breasts, proudly displayed in a pink lace bra, as he reached over and helped her straighten out. Instead of pulling the shirt off, he tugged it back down.

			“I don’t want to wear it anymore,” she said with a pouting lower lip. “I want you to touch me. Don’t you want to touch me, Emmett?”

			“I absolutely do. You just hold on one minute and that’s exactly what we’ll do.” Emmett planned to go behind the bar and make a quick mug of coffee to sober her up, but the moment he got too far away, she started weaving in her seat. Waking up with a broken nose and a black eye from face-planting on the hardwood floor was not the foolish mistake she was hoping for tonight.

			“Maddie?” Emmett watched the combination of alcohol and exhaustion win the battle for control of her body.

			“Mmmm?” she said, looking up at him with the glassy, unfocused eyes of a sleepy drunk. She seemed to have even forgotten that they’d kissed a moment before or that she was in the middle of a misguided seduction.

			“We’d better get you home.” He abandoned the coffee and wrapped his arm around her waist to help her across the street to her house. Maddie clung to his neck, but before they could get more than a few feet from the barstool, her whole body went limp and her head fell against his shoulder.

			She’d passed out.

			Plan B. Emmett scooped her up into his arms and headed to the bar’s back room. There, a door led to the stairway, meeting up with the outside entrance. Maddie made the task easy by curling against him and snuggling her head into his chest. He took the stairs slowly and carefully, reaching his apartment without any trouble.

			From there, he took her to his bedroom, before laying her on the bed and pulling off her sneakers. Her clothes looked comfortable enough, so he opted to leave them as is, covering her in his thick down blanket.

			Maddie made a moan of complaint, rousing long enough to frown at him. “Stay,” she mumbled.

			His gaze fell to her pouty lips and the revealing low-cut neckline of her shirt. He’d like to stay. But if he was going to have sex with Maddie, he wanted both of them to remember it. “Go to sleep,” he encouraged.

			She made another sound of protest and then rolled over, turning her back to him.

			By the time he reached the doorway, Maddie was snoring lightly. It was kind of cute, reminding him of a dog he’d had as a kid.

			Turning off the light, he went into the living room in the hopes he could find a comfortable spot on his couch. The excessively tight fit of his jeans at the moment would make that a mostly impossible feat.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Maddie woke up to a mildly pounding headache in a pitch-dark room. She reached out for her beside lamp and found nothing there. The motion drew her attention to the tight waistband of her jeans and the straps of her bra digging into her skin. She was fully dressed and in a strange place. Why?

			She threw back the covers and swung her legs out of the bed. Just enough light shined from the alarm clock for her to see her way to the door. Opening it, she was assaulted by sunshine streaming through the windows and the pieces finally fell into place. She was in Emmett’s apartment.

			It wasn’t at all what she expected. The space was modern and sleek with expensive touches like granite counters and top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances. The walls were painted a soft gray. There was no clutter, no deer heads mounted to the wall, and no neon Budweiser signs. It was like a completely different universe from the rustic bar downstairs.

			How had she even gotten up here? The last thing she remembered was celebrating at the bar. There was the vague recollection of kissing him and trying to take off her shirt. That extremely unsmooth move made her wince with regret. Alcohol might make her brave, but it didn’t improve her seduction strategy or her balance.

			Stumbling into the other room, she found Emmett sprawled uncomfortably across his couch with a blanket draped over him. He was fully dressed as well. She was terrible at this. The one night she decides to get drunk and do something crazy and nothing happened. All she had to show for it was a hangover.

			“Emmett,” she called to him.

			He stirred, frowning at the morning light before he focused on her. “What time is it?”

			“About ten,” Maddie replied. “Why didn’t we have sex?” she blurted.

			Emmett shot straight up on the couch. His hair was even messier than usual, and Maddie liked it. “You were drunk,” he explained, rubbing sleepily at his eyes. “Do you really think I’d have sex with you when you were barely conscious?”

			“I threw myself at you,” she said with a whiny edge to her voice that even she didn’t like.

			Emmett climbed up from the couch and walked over to her. He wrapped his arms around her waist and looked down at her with the green-gold eyes she’d gotten used to so quickly. “Yes, you did. And I wanted to take you up on it. But you don’t have to be drunk to seduce me, Maddie. I think you’re an amazing woman and sex stone sober would be even better.”

			Maddie wasn’t sure about that. She wasn’t feeling as brave as she did last night. “Maybe.”

			“No, not maybe. Listen, Maddie, when we sleep together, I want you to remember every second of it. And you won’t need any alcohol to put you in the mood. I intend to taste and tease every inch of your body, making you writhe and squirm beneath me until you’re begging me to take you. Stone sober.”

			Maddie sucked in a hard, ragged breath. Just the words were enough to waken the heat inside her. She couldn’t even imagine what his actual touch would do to her. She could feel the tug in her belly, urging her not to let this moment pass them by because she was too scared to ask for what she wanted. “I’m stone sober right now,” she said, boldly meeting his gaze.

			Emmett swallowed hard. His fingertips pressed in at her waist. “That you are.”

			Maddie reached for the hem of her shirt to redeem herself for last night’s clumsiness. She pulled her top up and over her head, tossing it onto the couch. Emmett took in the sight of her for a moment before his hands covered her pink lace bra, stroking her through the fabric and coaxing her nipples into tight buds.

			She closed her eyes and let the sensation of his touch rush through her. His fingers kneaded at her flesh, making her groan aloud after going so long without a man’s touch. She felt him tug the straps of her bra down her arms, lowering the cups until her breasts were exposed. The moist heat of his mouth clamped down on one nipple, drawing hard until she cried out.

			“Emmett!” she gasped, clutching at his shoulders.

			He arched her back over his arm, his mouth moving thoroughly across her chest and up to taste her throat. Maddie clutched at him, her fingers running through the golden strands of his hair as she pulled him closer. She wanted all of him, and a part of her couldn’t believe she was about to get that and more.

			Emmett’s hand glided up her back, unsnapping her bra with a flick of his fingers. He unwrapped her arms from his neck so he could slide off the bra and toss it aside. His eyes never left her bare body, and Maddie could feel the intensity of his gaze like a caress on her skin.

			“Come here,” Maddie said. She reached for the waistband of his jeans, tugging him back to her. “That’s better.”

			She gathered the hem of his shirt, pulling it up and over his head. Her reward was a glimpse of the hard body he’d kept hidden beneath T-shirts all this time. Every inch of him was hard, tanned muscle with a sprinkle of dark blond hair across his pecs that narrowed and traveled down, disappearing beneath the low ride of his jeans. Her palms tingled with the need to reach out and glide across the planes and angles of his chest. She needed to feel his bare skin against hers. Now.

			She reached out and touched him, letting her hands roam across his abs and his chest, rising higher until she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts against him. Emmett’s hands ran down her back, cupping the cheeks of her ass through her jeans. In one quick movement, he lifted her up. Maddie reacted quickly by wrapping her legs around his waist and holding on tight as he carried her down the hallway to the bedroom.

			Emmett eased her down until the cool fabric of the comforter met her back. As she settled on the mattress, his mouth met hers. The kiss was hard, his tongue demanding everything she could give him. She met his enthusiasm, her fingertips digging into the bare skin of his back. She cradled him between her thighs, and the slow movement of his hips as he kissed her caused a delicious friction between the denim that separated them.

			She could feel the heat of it spreading through her whole body. She couldn’t kiss him enough, touch him enough, to satiate the burning inside her.

			Emmett broke away from the kiss, giving her a devious grin before his mouth moved down her body, his lips searing a trail down her stomach. His tongue encircled her belly button, then he stopped, hovering just at her waistband.

			Maddie eased up onto her elbows to watch him. His fingers fumbled with the button on her jeans, then with his eyes focused on hers, he gripped the zipper between his teeth and drew it down. With strong hands, he grasped her jeans and panties, tugging them over her hips and down the length of her legs.

			She felt only a moment of uncertainty as she lay completely naked across Emmett’s bed. This was the point of no return, but she had no intention of stopping him. Emmett wasn’t anything like Joel. She wanted this too badly to let anxiety sabotage it.

			He took his time crawling back onto the bed, kissing the inside of her ankles, then her calves. He caressed the sensitive back of her knees, bending them and pushing her thighs apart to open her core to him. Maddie gasped as she felt his breath blow hot on her exposed skin. Her elbows slid out from under her, her back flattening against the bed and her eyes squeezing shut in anticipation of his touch.

			His tongue flicked across her, sending a bolt of pleasure through her. Emmett waited a moment for her to recover before gliding his tongue more thoroughly across her flesh a second time. This time, he didn’t pull away. The heat in her belly roared to life, her back arching off the bed. The waves of pleasure urged her to push closer even as the intensity forced her to pull away.

			Emmett’s firm grip on her hips held her steady as he worked his relentless magic on her. Maddie felt herself near the edge, about to go over faster than she’d ever expected. Her moans and cries escalated, her hands clawing in vain at the blankets. Emmett redoubled his efforts, stroking her harder and faster than ever before, and then slipping a finger inside her welcoming body.

			Stroking her inside and out, Maddie lost it. The pleasure radiated through her, the intense throbbing causing her to gasp and cry and writhe beneath him. He continued to stroke her until the last shudders passed and Maddie relaxed into the mattress.

			Breathing hard, she was barely aware of Emmett rising from the bed. He moved around the dark room, opening drawers and returning to the foot of the bed. By the time she recovered enough to lift her head, Emmett had removed the rest of his clothes and was watching her as he rolled a condom down the thick length of his erection.

			Maddie licked her suddenly dry lips as she watched him, her thighs falling open in welcome. He gazed down at the display before him, his eyes hooded with desire. Slowly, he crawled onto the bed, nestling his hips between her thighs. His intense green eyes were focused on her as he moved forward and entered her.

			Emmett let a low groan slip through his lips as he fully buried himself inside Maddie’s hot, welcoming body. The first few thrusts were slow, as Emmett eased in and out at a pace that bordered on torture. When she could barely take it any longer, she pulled her knees up, allowing him to sink in deeper.

			“Maddie,” Emmett growled, squeezing his eyes shut. He started moving faster then. Maddie lifted her hips to meet his every thrust.

			After the powerful orgasm she’d had only minutes before, she was surprised to find the heat building inside her once again. With every drive, she inched closer and closer. Emmett dipped his head to kiss her, muffling her escalating cries. It didn’t take long for the grind of their bodies to bring her to the edge again.

			Clinging to his shoulders, Maddie shouted encouragements. With each “yes,” Emmett drove harder and faster. Finally, the coil inside her snapped and the rush of pleasure swept her up again. “Emmett!” she cried.

			“Give in to it,” he coaxed.

			Maddie did; she had no choice. Her core pulsated with its release, her inner muscles tightening around Emmett’s invasive heat.

			With one final thrust, Emmett poured into her with a low groan. He hovered over her for a moment before collapsing just beside her. Maddie curled against his chest and they lay there silently together, their bodies still rocking with tiny tremors of pleasure.

			Her heartbeat had almost slowed back to normal when Emmett’s voice startled her off the edge of sleep. “I hate to be unromantic,” he said, “but I’ve got to get in the shower. The bar opens in a half hour.”

			Maddie nodded. As much as she’d rather lie here with him and revel in the afterglow, she knew what it was like to own a business. “Okay. I’m going to pack up and head home.”

			Emmett kissed her, brushing a strand of dark hair from her face. “Thanks for understanding. Why don’t you come by the bar later?”

			“And do what?” she asked with a laugh. “Drink? No thanks. I’m done for a lifetime.”

			Emmett snorted. “Definitely not. I just want you to hang out with me for a while. The bar is slower on Sundays, depending on what NFL games are on.”

			“I’ve got to have dinner with my family, but I’ll try,” she said.

			“Good.” With a pleased grin, Emmett kissed her soundly, then pulled away and leapt from the bed. She watched his firm, naked ass as he went into the bathroom and shut the door.

			With the view gone, she decided she needed to move on. She gathered her clothes, slipping them on and making her way to the door. She was putting on her shoes, leaning against the kitchen counter when she saw Emmett’s cell phone lying there.

			Suddenly, the worries that Lydia had so expertly planted in her head returned with a vengeance. A quick look at his phone might quell those doubts. She reached for the phone and then stopped herself. She couldn’t do it. That was an invasion of his privacy and she would hate it if he did the same thing to her. Maddie wasn’t about to ruin the good thing they had going.

			With a shake of her head, she pulled on her other shoe and tugged her purse onto her shoulder. She was about to walk out the door when his phone started buzzing. Without thinking, she glanced over at it. The screen proudly declared that Adelia Chamberlain was calling.

			Maddie swallowed hard and headed out the door before Lydia’s poisonous accusations could ruin her romantic buzz on a perfectly good Sunday afternoon. There was a reasonable explanation for her grandmother’s call, she was sure of it. As it was, it would be hard enough to sit across the dining table from her grandmother and not spend the entire time wondering what the hell was going on.
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			Logan was getting used to receiving strange phone calls on Sundays. Two weeks ago, it was to represent Emmett in court. Last week, it was to open the shop and hide away Maddie’s phallus-covered Mercedes. Today, it was a desperate-sounding Clark Newton on the line.

			“I know it’s early on a Sunday, but I’ve gotten myself in a bit of a pickle, Logan. Do you think you could come down to the sheriff’s department and, uh, bail me out?”

			“Bail you out? What have you done?” Logan asked, then stopped himself. “Wait, don’t answer that. Don’t admit to anything until I get there.”

			“It’s a little late to play that game, but come on down anyway. I need all the help I can get.”

			Logan got dressed as quickly as he could and then drove around the square to the station. He might not have the prestigious reputation the Chamberlain firm had, but people knew they could call Logan when they got into trouble and he would help them. In this case, it sounded more like he was there for guidance than to try and prove Clark’s innocence, but that was okay with him, too. Building a relationship with Judge Griffin would only help his clients in the future.

			Over the last few months, he’d gotten familiar with the check-in process, ending up in the back where the final officer would buzz him through the doors to the containment and interrogation rooms.

			“I’m here to see Clark Newton and pay his bail.”

			The officer looked down at his ledger and nodded. “The Penis Picasso is down the hall to the far left in cell two. The officer will take you to the bursar to pay bail when you’re ready.”

			The door buzzed open, muffling Logan’s groan. The Penis Picasso? Really? He had the damnedest luck in drawing the craziest cases in town. He found Clark in one of the two cells they had at the Rosewood Police Department. They served mostly as drunk tanks and holding areas, and today, apparently, they held the most notorious criminal in town since the Rosewood Peeper, one of Logan’s other clients.

			Clark leapt to his feet, running to the cell bars and gripping them. The already thin man looked more gaunt than usual. He had gray circles under his eyes and his cheekbones were more pronounced than the last time he saw him. Clark looked like a man living through an incredible amount of stress.

			“Thanks for coming so quickly, Logan. I didn’t know who to call about this.”

			“No problem.” Logan slumped down into the chair just outside the cell. “Tell me why you’re in here, man. I have to admit I wasn’t expecting something like this from you.”

			Clark sat back down on the bench and shook his head. “I wasn’t expecting something like this from myself, but desperate times call for desperate measures. It’s no secret that print media is dying. Everyone knows it. My paper’s stayed afloat for as long as it has because Rosewood is a time warp. A lot of the older residents still get the paper every morning and read each word. The younger folks, though, they get all their news on the Internet. The Rosewood Times will go extinct as the older subscribers die off.”

			Logan knew the state of newspapers was a rough one. Even in the bigger towns, papers were cutting back how many issues they put out in a week and condensing offices to save money. It wasn’t the greatest business to be in. He just wasn’t certain how spray-painted penises helped matters.

			“About a month ago,” Clark continued, “someone spray-painted that penis on the side of the Piggly Wiggly. It was the first real piece of news I’d had in weeks. It wasn’t the kind of news I wanted to cover, but around here things are so quiet that any story is a story. I jumped on it, riding the wave of scandal. To my surprise, the issue with it on the cover sold double what the previous issue sold.”

			“You didn’t do it?” Logan asked.

			“Not the first one. But a couple of days later, I slipped out in the night and painted another one to keep the mystery going. That day, sales of the paper tripled and I picked up ten new subscribers. By the time I painted the third one, I came up with the idea to start calling the mystery graffiti artist the Penis Picasso. The picture of it debuted with the headline ‘The Penis Picasso Strikes Again,’ and suddenly the paper was performing better than it had in over a year. I couldn’t believe it, but with every instance my sales went up.”

			“You were vandalizing public property, Clark.”

			“I know. It was stupid.” Clark’s face dropped into his hands. “But I’d been on the verge of closing the paper. Everything I have is sunk into it and I was going to lose it all. I was desperate and in the scheme of things, it seemed pretty harmless. I wasn’t hurting anyone. I was only going to do it one or two more times, then stop, but . . . I guess I should’ve known better than to mess with a Chamberlain.”

			Logan perked up in his seat. “Come again?”

			“Well, I guess Maddie and Emmett started looking to catch me because they’d gotten tasked with cleaning up after me. Spray-painting the hood of her car was a little bold, I’ll admit, but I wanted them to back off. I waited a week, thinking they’d given up, and decided I would do just one more. I wanted it to pack a punch, and what would be better than to scandalize the fanciest, most uptight business in town? I know I shouldn’t have gone after her bakery, but I never thought she’d pull a gun on me.”

			“Madelyn Chamberlain?”

			“Yep. She threatened to shoot me in the junk. I think she meant it, too. That stick up her ass makes her very crabby. I kept hoping that Emmett would loosen a few of her screws, if you know what I mean, but even he couldn’t control her.”

			Logan had to chuckle, both at Clark’s imagery and the idea of him being threatened by the oldest Chamberlain daughter. “So you got caught red-handed?”

			Clark nodded. “Yeah, there’s no sense in attempting pleas of innocence. I just gotta try to get the best deal I can and hope it doesn’t cost me everything I was trying so hard to save.”

			Logan nodded and stood up. “Well, let’s pay your bail and get you out of here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Emmett watched his surroundings like a hawk. It was paranoid, he knew, but he needed to use more discretion now than ever before. He’d never thought twice about driving out to the Chamberlain mansion before. If anyone asked, he’d tell them he was doing an estimate for some carpentry work Miss Adelia wanted done. Why else would he be there?

			Now, with the way things were with Maddie, it was different. They’d hardly even talked about his carpentry work. Between their war, community service, and the unexpected relationship that had developed, he hadn’t had time to take on any side jobs. If she were to find out he was at the mansion, she wouldn’t take it well, he knew it.

			He’d been lucky that Adelia hadn’t called while Maddie was in the apartment. He’d gotten out of the shower that day and slipped his phone into his pocket without looking at it. It was hours later that he realized he had a missed call from Adelia that came in right around the time she left. That was a close call.

			He’d called Adelia back and suggested they meet on Monday. Woody’s was closed, but Madelyn’s wasn’t, so it reduced the risk of running into her. To make double sure, he drove past the bakery on his way to Willow Lake, where the Chamberlain mansion was located. He could see her through the window, talking to a customer.

			Satisfied, he continued to the house to meet with Adelia. The Chamberlains’ butler, Winston, met him at the door. “Good afternoon, Mr. Sawyer,” he said, letting him inside. “Miss Adelia is waiting for you in the sunroom.”

			“Thanks, Winston,” he said, heading toward the back of the house.

			He found her sitting at a table with a full tea service waiting on his arrival. Miss Adelia was fond of her tea parties out in the gazebo on the lawn, but when the weather was chilly, she moved either inside the house or into her sunroom.

			In the last twenty-four hours, fall had arrived with a vengeance. Emmett had to drag his one and only coat out of the closet—he hadn’t needed many in Tampa. Once he stepped through the French doors that led to her protected space, he was able to slip it off. It was comfortably pleasant in the room with the sun streaming through the glass and flowers hanging in pots, making them feel like they were still outdoors.

			“Emmett,” Miss Adelia declared when she saw him. “I’m glad you’re here. Have a seat and I’ll pour you some tea.”

			By the time he sat and had unzipped his leather portfolio to look over the printouts he’d brought for her accounts, she’d poured them both cups of tea and doctored them with cream and sugar, accordingly.

			“Cookie made her ooey-gooey butter cake today,” she noted as she took her first sip of tea. “Be sure to save some room for that or you’ll be disappointed.”

			Emmett had no doubt that Maddie got her love of baking from the Chamberlains’ housekeeper. He’d never eaten a full meal at the house, but Adelia always offered him tea service, or at the very least, iced tea and cookies. The treats were always homemade and always wonderful. Growing up around that might’ve inspired him to become a baker, too. That, or a personal trainer to work off all those calories.

			With that pleasant thought in mind, he reached for his plate and piled it with a few sweet and savory choices. There were finger sandwiches with egg salad or pimento cheese, cheese straws, an assortment of cookies, and a few gooey golden squares that could only be ooey-gooey butter cake.

			“So tell me, what’re you wanting to do with your investment accounts?” he asked.

			Emmett took extremely detailed notes as Adelia listed all the changes she was looking to make. They were subtle shifts, but in large enough quantities to make a big difference. It was a smart move. She was shoring up some of her more risky elements with more stable investments. At her age, that’s exactly what she needed to be doing.

			“And what was it you said about more funds?” he asked as he wrote down his last note.

			“Oh, yes. I’ve come into a little bit of money that I’d like to add in, about twenty-five grand. I’d like to put most of it against those bonds we were discussing. Maybe invest the rest in that solar start-up company. I’ve got a check for it here,” she said, reaching for her purse. She flipped through her pocketbook, frowning into the recesses of it. “Well, shoot,” she said at last.

			Emmett looked up from his notebook and egg salad sandwich in surprise. “What is it?”

			“Well, since I knew you were coming, I called the bank this morning to have them draft a certified check for my account deposit. I know that makes it easier for you without the holds they always place on personal checks. But then I got all wrapped up in correspondence this morning and I didn’t go into town to pick it up. Mr. Osborne, the bank manager, has it held for me. I’ll have to pick it up and bring it by the bar later. Will that be okay?”

			Emmett knew better than to say no. It was a risk for Adelia to come to the bar with Maddie so close by, but there was nothing he could do about it. “Sure thing. I’m usually awake by two or three in the afternoon during the week.” Sometimes he got up earlier, but if she showed up around that time, Maddie should be busy welcoming Gertie and getting her up to speed on the afternoon’s chores.

			Miss Adelia shook her head. “I don’t know how you keep that miserable schedule, dear, but I’ll text you to let you know when I plan to come by. It might not be until Wednesday or Thursday. It depends on what else needs doing around here.”

			“That’s fine. I don’t think waiting a day or two will impact your portfolio. I’ll go ahead and make the other changes you want. The things you’re interested in investing in are fairly stable.”

			“Good, that’s settled. Now we can enjoy our tea with less-trying conversation.” Adelia set her purse aside and scooped up her cup of tea. “So tell me, how are things with you and Maddie?” she asked.

			Emmett stiffened. “What do you mean?”

			Miss Adelia arched a delicate white eyebrow at him. “I’m not a fool, dear. You two were at each other’s throats and now the war is suddenly over. You worked as a team to capture Clark Newton. I’m sure there’s more to it, so please don’t bother with playing ignorant.”

			“I wouldn’t dare try,” Emmett admitted. He knew the Chamberlain matriarch was sharp; she didn’t miss many details. He’d heard stories of her infamous interference in fixing up both Blake and Grant with their current fiancées. It made him wonder if, somehow, his relationship with Maddie was her doing as well. Had she even needed to make investment changes or was it just a good excuse to lure him here and pump him for information? If that were true, he needed to stay on his toes.

			“I guess my confusion lies in trying to label what it is that’s developing between us,” he explained. “I think we’re done fighting. Officially, we’ve gone on one date, but we’ve spent a lot of time together in general. It’s too early to say much more than that.”

			“You like her,” Miss Adelia pointed out. “And she likes you. Even when you two were fighting, I could see a sparkle in her eye when she spoke about you. I, too, am curious where it’ll go. I know better than anyone how Maddie can be. She was spoiled mercilessly as a child. Her father treated her like the sun rose and set at her command. As she got older, she became quite the handful. She’s my kin and I love her, but I know how difficult she can make your life if she wants to. I’m hoping that you can”—she hesitated for a moment—“bring balance to the Force, so to speak.”

			Had the elder Mrs. Chamberlain just made a Star Wars reference? There were more layers to her than even he knew. “Me?”

			“Yes. You’re a self-made millionaire, but you’re very down-to-earth. You don’t walk around with your nose in the air. I like that about you. Even when you weren’t pretending to be a poor bartender, you were never arrogant or treated people like you’re better than them. I think that’s important. I think Maddie could use that kind of influence in her life.”

			Emmett shrugged away her compliment. He’d always been fairly down-to-earth. His family had money, but none of it had gone to him, so he’d done his own thing. It never occurred to him that he was better than anyone else, but he knew from Maddie’s own admission that she had been guilty of that. Was he a good influence on her? Since they’d started hanging out she’d gotten arrested, passed out drunk at a bar, and tried to shoot a man for daring to spray-paint her bakery. Not the best track record.

			“I’m not sure I’m a good influence on anyone, especially your granddaughter. I’m living a double life. I’ve lied to every person in this town.”

			“Have you?” Adelia asked.

			He hadn’t outright lied, true, but he hadn’t been honest, either. “I’ve lied by omission.”

			“Every facet of your life isn’t the business of everyone around you. Some things are meant to be private, and if you’re wanting to put the past behind you, I see no problem with that. It’s not as though you’re going by an assumed name and dye your hair blond so no one will recognize you.”

			“You may not take issue with it, but I worry about Maddie,” he admitted. “I don’t think she’ll take it as easily as others might when she finds out the truth about me.”

			“You mean when she learns that her forbidden, blue-collar romance is really an affair with a wealthy bachelor in disguise? What part of that lie could possibly be disappointing?”

			“You make it sound like a soap opera plot,” he said with a chuckle. “It’s not what I’m lying about so much, as that I’m lying in general. There will be drama, I know it.”

			“Well,” Adelia said, setting aside her teacup, “Madelyn is a very dramatic girl. But tell me the truth . . . Are you worried she’ll feel betrayed because you lied about your past, or are you more concerned that she’ll like you even more when she realizes you’re rich?”

			That was a good question. He wasn’t sure. All he knew was that he had a hard time enjoying himself when he felt like this was hanging over his head. “I like that she’s seeing me without knowing the truth. I’m not sure that my influence has anything to do with it, but she does seem to be relaxing a little. Dating a lowly bartender is a pretty big step for her if she doesn’t know the truth. Did you tell her?”

			“Of course not. I told you I’d keep your secret. She’s involved with you because she likes you, not because of what you can buy her. But you’re right: the fact that you two are dating is a huge step for her. She’s always been very cautious about who she dates after what happened to her in high school.”

			Emmett frowned. “What happened to her in high school?”

			Adelia waved away his question. “That’s her tale to tell, if she chooses. But the point is that she’s gone out of her comfort zone to see you. I think that means she’s growing up and truly likes you as you are. When the truth about you comes out, I think things will be fine. Hopefully your money will just be an unexpected bonus.”

			Maybe Adelia was right. Maybe he was worried that she’d like him more if she knew the truth. He’d had his fair share of gold diggers come after him in Tampa. There’d been a time when he was willing to spend money on a beautiful woman while he enjoyed her company. But that was long ago. He lived a simple life now—one that he enjoyed. If Maddie knew the truth, would she expect him to change? To live the millionaire life she thought he should be living?

			He wasn’t interested in that at all. He liked the easy life of Emmett the bartender. He could only hope that was enough for Maddie, too.
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			Maddie was certainly getting used to having Gertie around. In the afternoons while Gertie watched the counter, Maddie’d been able to meet with Alice Jordan about the movie-night event and do some work upstairs on the tea room. She’d even started waking up an hour later. Gertie liked staying in the evening so much that the two of them had started making up whatever doughs and batters they could the night before. Some things had to be mixed and immediately baked, but everything else was made up and refrigerated overnight. It had been a tremendous help, and Maddie didn’t understand why she’d never considered this before.

			Today, Maddie was studying a couple of different paint swatches, trying to decide what color she liked best for upstairs. At this rate, she could have the tea room up and running ahead of schedule.

			“I like the abalone pink better than the rosette,” Gertie said.

			So did Maddie. It was a delicate shade that brought to mind classic Victorian tea service, and that was exactly what she was going for. Paired with cherry tables, lace curtains, and just the right artwork, it would bring the room together perfectly. “Abalone it is,” she decided, tossing the other swatches into the trash so she wouldn’t second-guess herself.

			When she looked up from the winning swatch, she spied Pepper on the sidewalk outside the hair salon next door. She’d been hoping to get the chance to talk to her future sister-in-law, but the opportunity hadn’t presented itself until now. “Can you watch the shop for a second? I need to talk to Pepper.”

			“No problem.”

			Maddie rounded the counter and slipped outside. Pepper was doing something with her phone, but she turned it off and slipped it in her purse when she saw Maddie approach. She tensed, snuggling further into her leather jacket as a poorly disguised frown drew down Pepper’s brow. She was probably trying to figure out what Maddie wanted from her. All they had in common was Grant, and until recently, a mutual dislike for each other.

			“Pepper,” Maddie said with a pleasant smile. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

			Pepper sighed and shuffled her feet anxiously as though she was trying to come up with an excuse not to chat, but couldn’t find one. “Sure,” she admitted at last. “I’m waiting for Grant to pick me up, so I have a few minutes. What do you need?”

			“I don’t need anything,” Maddie corrected, suddenly feeling very nervous about what she was about to do. Pepper’s resistance was a result of years of being mistreated by Maddie. How could she possibly undo that with a few kind words? She always tried to promote an air of confidence, but she could feel it crumbling as she sought out the right way to do this.

			Admitting she was wrong and apologizing to all the people she’d hurt over the years might be one of the hardest things she’d done in her life, but it needed to happen. She told Gertie she’d do it and she’d meant it. Maddie was starting a new chapter in her life and she didn’t want her past sins hanging over her head a moment longer.

			“I was talking to Grant the other day, and that conversation helped me realize that I’ve been very . . . unpleasant to you over the years. I’ve been unpleasant to a lot of people, but I know you got the brunt end of a lot of it.”

			Pepper held her hand up to stop her. “Did Grant put you up to this? I know he’s got this fantasy image of one big happy family at our wedding, but I’m not as idealistic. You don’t have to throw an empty apology at me just to make him happy.”

			“No, he didn’t. Actually, he did ask me to apologize to you months ago, but true to form, I never did it. Now I’m coming to you on my own, because I’ve realized that it’s the right thing to do. We work next door to each other and you’re going to be a part of my family. We’re going to spend more time together and I’d like it if those moments weren’t awkward or strained for either of us because I’ve been so mean to you in the past.”

			Pepper crossed her arms in a defensive sort of way. Maddie wasn’t surprised. She was waiting for Maddie to either chicken out or finally say the apology she’d been waiting years to hear.

			“I’m sorry for the way I’ve treated you. You never deserved any of the horrible things I’ve said or done to you over the years. I was a spoiled kid, getting everything that I could possibly want. I thought that for some reason that made me a better person than other people who weren’t as fortunate, when what I should’ve been doing was using my resources to help others. I know I haven’t been the nicest person to you, or anyone, really. You may not believe me, but I’m trying to make a change in my life. I’ve accepted the fact that I can be really judgmental, and I’m working toward being a more open-minded and friendly person. To everyone.”

			Pepper watched her suspiciously as she spoke. She seemed almost stunned but was too jaded to accept her apology at face value.

			“Anyway,” Maddie continued, “I probably owe you a lot more than this, but the next time you want a sweet treat, come by the bakery and it’s on me.”

			Pepper looked as though she never thought she’d see the day that Madelyn Chamberlain would apologize for being the awful brat she’d always been. Finally, she said, “Thanks, Maddie. I appreciate that.”

			“Okay, good.” Maddie took a few steps back. She wasn’t certain that Pepper fully believed her, but it was a step in the right direction that she would have to follow up with action. That was what would convince people she’d really turned over a new leaf. “I, uh, also wanted to tell you that unless you’ve made other plans, I’d like to make your wedding cake. It’ll be my gift to you and Grant if that’s what you want.”

			“Wow, really?” Pepper smiled at her authentically for the first time since elementary school. “We’d love that. Grant and I haven’t gotten very far on wedding plans with the reconstruction of the house, but I’m sure he’ll be thrilled. He really loves your cakes, Maddie.”

			Maddie beamed, and for once, it wasn’t just because of the compliment. “Great. I’ll make you anything you want, just call me and I’ll set up a tasting.”

			A roar in the distance grew louder, and Maddie turned in time to see her brother’s Harley round the square. He rolled to a stop and flipped up his visor. “Howdy, Sis.”

			Maddie waved as Pepper climbed onto the back of the motorcycle and slipped on her helmet.

			“See you around, Maddie,” Pepper said before closing her visor.

			Maddie felt a pang of jealousy as Pepper wrapped her arms around Grant’s waist and they roared down the street together. She wished she could wrap her arms around Emmett right now, but she knew she couldn’t. He was at work and in a few hours she needed to get to bed. Four a.m. may be an hour later, but it was still damn early. How exactly had a baker and a bartender gotten together in the first place? It was an exercise in futility just making their schedules align.

			She turned to head back into the shop, pausing when she saw her grandmother’s Cadillac drive down First Avenue. That was odd. Her grandmother rarely came into town unless she had some kind of pressing business. Perhaps loaning her car to Maddie for the past week had caused her errands to stack up. The Mercedes had come back from the shop as good as new, so Maddie had recently returned the Cadillac.

			Keeping close to the edge of the shop, she peeked around the corner and watched the red Cadillac turn onto Daisy Drive and slow near her house. She had to know that Maddie was at work, right? Maddie walked down the block toward the Pizza Palace to see if her grandmother had parked in her driveway. To her surprise, the Cadillac was stopped on the other side of the street by Woody’s. She watched as her grandmother got out of the car and then slipped into the side door that led to Emmett’s apartment like she’d been there a dozen times.

			She felt her stomach start to ache. Why on earth would her grandmother—who rarely went into town to begin with—come into town just to visit Emmett? How did she even know who Emmett was, much less how to get to his apartment without even pausing to look around? Her grandmother prided herself on knowing nearly everyone in town, but she wasn’t exactly known for frequenting the local bars.

			Confused, Maddie turned and headed back toward the shop. There weren’t many options to explain what she’d just seen. She’d tried to forget about seeing her grandmother’s number come up on Emmett’s phone, but she knew now it was no coincidence.

			Emmett had never even mentioned her grandmother before. He hadn’t made any noises about meeting her family or wanting anything to do with them. Lydia had insisted that he was using her to make business contacts, but if that were true, he wasn’t trying very hard.

			And yet, he seemed to have succeeded. Was it possible that Maddie was getting played and she didn’t even know it?

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Logan stepped out of the house, walking to the street to check his mailbox. He grabbed a handful of bills and junk advertisements and was heading back up to his porch when he heard someone call his name.

			Turning, he saw Grant coming toward him with his hound dog on a leash. Busted.

			“Pepper says you haven’t returned any of her texts,” Grant said, just leaping right in and skipping the pleasantries.

			He hadn’t. When put on the spot, he’d agreed to get together with them for dinner, but he’d done everything he could to avoid it, including just not responding to her. “I’ve been busy with clients,” he said. “You heard about Clark Newton, I presume.”

			Grant nodded. Of course he’d heard. His sister had apprehended him, and his brother had arrested him. “She’s hurt, Logan. I know you’re not happy about any of this, and you’re resistant to accepting how things are, but don’t hurt her in the process. She’s never done anything but be a good sister to you.”

			“I know that,” Logan said with a touch of irritation. “I’m not avoiding my sister.”

			“Yeah you are, by proxy,” Grant said, coming closer. “You’re avoiding me. But she’s my fiancée, and I’m not going anywhere. You can’t just cut her out of your life because you don’t want to accept that you’re my brother.”

			“Half brother,” Logan clarified. That “half” made all the difference in his book.

			“The shitty half,” Grant pointed out.

			He was right. He didn’t know a thing about Helen Chamberlain, but none of his beef had ever been with her. He actually felt bad for her, knowing that she had to put up with such a philandering husband. “I’m glad we’re finally able to agree on something.”

			“I’m sure that’s not the only thing we agree on. I don’t know if Pepper has told you, but I’m well aware that my father isn’t a saint,” Grant began. “Long before I found out about you, I knew what kind of stuff my dad was up to when he worked those late hours and took those out-of-town business trips. I don’t know that he’s drawn a monogamous breath during his entire marriage to my mother. It pisses me off, but I can’t change him and I won’t be the one to tell my mother and hurt her. So I know what it’s like to live a life where you’re stuck with a burden you don’t want. But here’s the thing . . . Blake, Mitchell, Maddie, Simon, Hazel, and I . . . we’ve got nothing to do with it, and neither do you. For whatever reason, you don’t like us, but I wish you’d reconsider and give us a chance.”

			“Well, I’ll just invite myself over to the next Sunday supper and sit down right next to Pops,” Logan said with mocking enthusiasm. He couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice as he tried to imagine the Chamberlains welcoming him with open arms. Wouldn’t happen. At best, he’d be tolerated.

			“We’re good people. I like my siblings, and I think if you got to know us, you’d like us, too. You don’t have to set yourself aside. When the truth comes out, there might be a rough patch as people come to terms with what my father did, but in the end, they’re going to accept you as part of the family. Because you are a part of the family. The only thing that will keep you an outsider is your attitude.”

			“My attitude?” Logan scoffed.

			“Yeah, it sucks,” Grant noted. “You’ve got your vendetta against Dad, fine. I don’t blame you. But avoiding me at your sister’s expense, representing Emmett in court against Maddie . . . it seems like you’re going out of your way to be rude to people who haven’t done anything to you. I wish you’d drop this wall you’ve put up and let us try. Let me try to be a brother to you. It might not be as terrible as you imagine.”

			“Why do you care?” Logan asked. “I’m your father’s bastard. Why would you want anything to do with me, or want me involved with your family at all? Is this all just to make Pepper happy?”

			“In part,” Grant admitted. “I know these last few months have been hard on both of you. When you moved back to Rosewood, she’d hoped to spend more time with you, but you’ll hardly have anything to do with her. You might as well still be living in Huntsville. I hate watching it take its toll on her, yes. So for her sake, I’m trying, and I wish you would, too. But that’s not all of it.”

			Grant took another step forward, getting close enough to put a hand on Logan’s shoulder. “Circumstances be damned, you’re my brother. I want to have a relationship with you. We’re family, and family is important to me. I’m not going to make you sit through dinners you don’t want to come to or put you in situations that’ll make you and everyone else there miserable. But I want you to keep an open mind.”

			Logan took a deep breath and nodded. He knew he was letting his emotions get the best of him and he shouldn’t. Rationally, he knew that by staying angry and focusing so much on getting back at Norman Chamberlain, he was giving his father power over him. He knew it, and yet it was hard for him to stop.

			“Okay,” Logan agreed. “You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s just hard for me. I’m sorry that my drama has spilled into your life.”

			“Don’t be sorry, just make a change,” Grant said, taking a step back and reaching down to pat his dog on the head. “When you’re ready to take the next step, let us know. We’re moving into the house this weekend. We’re hoping to have a housewarming sometime soon, so maybe you can plan for that. If that’s too much, maybe just dinner one night.”

			“What about tonight?” Logan asked. He wanted to fix this, and the longer he put it off, the more reasons he’d find not to do it. “I’m happy to come to the party, too, but I don’t think I should wait. Maybe I can help you guys move, too.”

			Grant smiled. “Sure. That’d be great. I’ll let Pepper know and make sure tonight works for her.” He glanced over his shoulder casually, and froze. “Shit.”

			“What?” Logan turned and looked in the direction that had grabbed Grant’s attention. There, standing across the narrow street outside the sporting goods store, was Lydia Whittaker. She was holding a new yoga mat in one hand and a cell phone in the other, not even bothering to act like she wasn’t listening in, and possibly even recording, their entire conversation.

			A wide, wicked smile spread across her deceptively beautiful face. She turned off her phone and slipped it into her purse. Raising one hand, she delicately wiggled her fingers in smug greeting. Then, she flicked her blond hair over her shoulder and got into her car.

			“Do you think she got all that on video?” Grant asked as she drove away.

			Logan swallowed hard. “I don’t know.” He felt like an idiot letting his emotions put his plans at risk. If Lydia heard it all, he had no doubt she would tell people. His secret was officially in self-destruct mode, except he didn’t know how long the countdown would be.

			Hours, days, weeks . . . how long would it take for everyone in Rosewood to know the truth? He supposed that would depend on how Lydia could best use the information to suit her. She could keep quiet and try to blackmail one of them. She could take out an ad in the paper and announce it to everyone. He hadn’t had much experience with her personally, but he knew about the incident last year that landed her in court. He’d heard from Pepper that she blamed the Chamberlains for that because the photographic evidence that convicted her had been slipped into the slideshow at Ivy’s concert. Ivy was Blake’s fiancée, and only someone close to the family could’ve slipped that photo into the deck.

			It was ironic, really, considering how hard she’d worked to actually marry into the Chamberlain family. Logan had always thought she would succeed on that front. She had that cutthroat quality and high opinion of herself that seemed to fit right in with the rest of them. She just didn’t like it when those qualities were turned against her.

			When she did share his secret, he had no doubt she would do it in a spectacular fashion to create the most impact and embarrass the family. In the end, it wouldn’t be about him, it’d be about the Chamberlains, and that’s what worried him the most.
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			Emmett had told Maddie that Wednesday nights were slow at the bar. Most people were at church or hiding out at home, so people wouldn’t see them out and about and ask them why they weren’t in church. Maddie had to be in bed so early, she’d dropped out of Bible Study when she bought the bakery. There was no way to do both. In the end, it was just as well, since she would’ve missed a month of classes while she served her sentence with Emmett.

			With Clark Newton’s art experiment over, they’d been able to return to more mundane community service activities this week. This afternoon, they’d been sent to the library to assist in decorating for the upcoming Halloween festival on Saturday. Every year, the children of Rosewood would gather in the square for a Trunk or Treat. Since most of the homes were so scattered in the country, it was easier for folks to come to town for Halloween. They parked all along the square, handing out candy from their hatchbacks and truck beds.

			Before the trick or treating, the library would host an annual party for the children. The librarians would read scary children’s books, let kids bob for apples, and provide them with messy crafts that involved gluing faces on pumpkins and fangs on vampires.

			When that was over, it’d finally be dark enough for the tiny ghouls, goblins, and princesses of Rosewood to pour out of the library and descend on the people waiting patiently to hand out treats. Emmett and Maddie had spent most of the afternoon at the library hanging fake glow-in-the-dark spiderwebs, arranging pumpkins on the patio, and setting up a spooky scarecrow out front.

			This year, after the Trunk or Treat, there would be a special community event for the grown-ups, too. After much planning, Maddie and Alice Jordan had decided that doing a movie night on the lawn on Halloween might be fun. They chose the 1930s black-and-white version of Frankenstein. Flyers were up all over town advertising the event, sponsored by Madelyn’s Bakery & Tea House. She’d even put one up in her shop’s front window. She was planning to give out pumpkin sugar cookies to attendees with coupons for a dollar off a future purchase.

			When their shift was over, Emmett headed back to Woody’s to open for the night and Maddie went by the bakery to check on things with Gertie. Her assistant was just finishing up the last batch of chocolate chip scone dough and all was well, so Maddie continued on to her house.

			She hadn’t spent much time over the last few months sitting still. Gertie’s help had provided her some extra free time in her life and now, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. Looking around her kitchen, she got an idea.

			The other day, Emmett had asked her if she would come by the bar and hang out with him. She couldn’t do it then, but there was no reason she couldn’t go by tonight.

			She pulled a wicker basket from her pantry and started pulling together a picnic dinner. It wasn’t a romantic meal out by the lake, but with their schedule, she had to get whatever time she could with Emmett. If that meant hanging out at the bar every now and then, so be it.

			Loaded up with goodies, she slipped on her red peacoat and walked across the street to the bar.

			It was quiet tonight. There was only one car in the parking lot as she approached. Opening the heavy oak door, she went inside. Two men were sitting in one of the booths, talking over tall, frosty mugs of beer. They would occasionally stop talking to look up at the television and comment on the poker tournament playing overhead.

			Emmett wasn’t behind the bar as she expected. She looked around and didn’t see him anywhere, actually. With the basket growing heavier by the minute, she hauled it over to the bar and hefted it onto the countertop. A moment later, Emmett came out of a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY, his arms overflowing with bottles.

			His eyes widened with surprise when he saw her, but it was followed by a warm grin. He gingerly settled the bottles on the back of the bar and then leaned across the wooden barrier to give her a kiss. “Little Red Riding Hood has shown up with a basket of goodies. To what do I owe this unexpected visit?” he asked.

			Maddie shrugged coyly. “I just felt lonely at home, so I thought I’d bring dinner over and spend it with you.”

			“Nice. I’m starving. I was thinking about calling in an order at Pizza Palace, so your timing is perfect.” Emmett lifted the lid of the picnic basket to examine what was inside. “Yum. Why don’t you unpack on that table over there while I restock a few things and I’ll join you in a minute?”

			“Okay.” Maddie had brought her own plates, silverware, and cloth napkins, which she laid out before grabbing the food containers. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it’d be tasty.

			She’d made two turkey-and-Swiss sandwiches using a homemade loaf of sourdough bread. Each sandwich was layered with ripe tomato, green-leaf lettuce, and a spicy German mustard. She also had a container of pasta salad, some chips, and a couple of leftover MoonPies from today’s special.

			Emmett made two tall glasses of sweet tea and carried them over to the table. “This all looks great.” Settling in, he immediately reached for the sandwich she’d laid out on his plate. He took a large bite followed by a loud “mmmm.” He chewed thoughtfully before he asked, “Did you bake this bread?”

			“I did,” she said hesitantly, waiting for the verdict.

			“If you sold this in the shop, I’d be in there every few days for a fresh loaf.”

			Maddie breathed a sigh of relief and smiled, pleased that he liked it and also that he’d confirmed what she’d been considering. Rosewood Bakery had always focused on sweets. In opening her own shop, she’d followed that trend, but there were only so many goodies to sell. If she added a small selection of breads and rolls, she might bring in more customers, especially during the lean months after the New Year when everyone was dieting.

			“I was thinking about doing just that,” she admitted. “Selling a few rolls, baguettes, maybe one or two types of breads a day. I thought it might bring in new customers. And if I open the tea room, I can use the breads for the little sandwiches I serve.”

			Emmett swallowed his bite and nodded. “It’s excellent bread. But when do you have the time to add more things to bake?”

			“I’ve actually cut back, having Gertie around. Really, getting arrested was one of the best things that ever happened to me, because it forced me to hire help. It’s made a world of difference. And if I did add some savory items, I’d balance that out by cutting back on some of the sweeter stuff.”

			“You know what? You’re right,” Emmett said as he set down his sandwich. “Getting arrested was one of the best things that ever happened to me, too. It brought us closer together.” He leaned across the table and gave her a kiss.

			“That it did,” she said with a smile. “Community service is an unconventional but effective way to get to know someone.”

			“It also allowed me to sleep for the first time in a long time. I’m glad we stopped fighting.”

			“You know, I haven’t been woken up by the bar in a while, either. Did you change something?”

			“I toned back a little on the music volume, but the main difference is that I hired André Jones, the security guard at the high school, as a bouncer on the weekends. The guy is about six foot five and the size of a mountain. He sits outside and keeps people quiet. No one wants to mess with Dré. It’s made a pretty big difference, I think, and paying him was cheaper than paying all those fines.”

			“Sorry about that,” Maddie said with a sheepish grin.

			“I think we were both adding fuel to the fire. Getting arrested made all the difference. Surprise, surprise, we actually like to spend time together. Who would’ve thunk it?”

			“I know. You might not believe this, but I’m actually starting to miss you when you’re not around.”

			Emmett laughed, a low throaty sound that made her nerves hum. She loved his laugh, just as she enjoyed the carefree smile that made a home on his face.

			“You just saw me an hour ago,” he noted. “We stuffed a scarecrow with hay if you don’t recall.”

			“I know,” she said. “But that’s different. We’re working and we have to be together. When I got home I decided that I only had a little time before I went to bed and I wanted to spend it with you.”

			Emmett’s eyes twinkled mischievously as he listened to her talk. “I hate to break it to you,” he said as he reached across the table and took her hand, “but it sounds like you might just be falling for me.”

			With a sigh, Maddie rested her chin in the palm of her other hand. “I know,” she said in an exasperated tone, even as the gentle brush of his fingers against her own sent a thrill through her body. It had been a few days since they’d made love, but she couldn’t wait to do it again. Her thoughts were constantly straying back to how he’d touched her. She never expected it, but she was falling for him. Hard. “Can you imagine?”

			He shook his head in dismay. “You want to know something even worse? I think I might be falling for you, too. What are we going to do?”

			He said the words with a playful tone, but Maddie couldn’t help the lightness in her chest. Was he really falling for her? Crabby, stuck-up Madelyn? Fancy Pants? Part of her couldn’t believe it. She just smiled and squeezed his hand before pulling away. “For now, I think we eat our dinner and keep it to ourselves. We need to see if this infatuation can outlast our community service.”

			“You’re right. You might turn out to have an obnoxious family or something. That could ruin it for me.”

			Maddie laughed and stabbed some pasta salad with her fork. “I think I am my obnoxious family.”

			“Speaking of family, your brother came by the bar earlier.”

			“Which one?”

			“Grant. He said that he and Pepper had finally finished the renovations and they were moving back into the house on Daisy Drive this weekend. They’re planning on having a housewarming party in a few weeks and he said they’d love for us to come.”

			Maddie hesitated as she started to take a bite. She didn’t know why, but it seemed to strike her wrong. The lightness in her chest evaporated and was replaced with an unwelcome sinking feeling. “What did you tell him?”

			“I told him it sounded fun. It might be worth closing the bar for a few hours or maybe see if Joy can cover for me so we could go.”

			We? Maddie was attracted to Emmett, and she was having fun with their flirtation, but when had they turned into a “we?” She didn’t recall getting to the point in the relationship where they were doing couple’s activities, never mind committing to activities with her family without discussing it with her. He knew Grant and Pepper from the bar, but they wouldn’t be the only ones there. Would her parents come to see the house? They would probably make an appearance, even if it was just a short one.

			The thought of introducing Emmett to her parents made her stomach start to ache. That was the root of the worry. She wasn’t ready for Emmett to get involved with her family. She liked the way things were. Having him interact with her family opened up the doors for so many potential issues. What if her father disapproved of Emmett? Or what if he didn’t? This would put Emmett one step closer to making those family contacts Lydia warned her about.

			Maddie watched as Emmett continued to eat without concern. It wasn’t a big deal for him, so maybe it shouldn’t be for her. If he was hot to meet her family, he would’ve pushed harder. Of course, he already had some contact with her grandmother. That might be all he needed.

			She shoved a potato chip into her mouth and forced herself to chew it. They continued to eat in silence for a few minutes, Maddie near squirming with discomfort about the situation, but feeling too foolish to tell him how uncomfortable it made her. It was just a party, no big thing. She needed to treat it that way.

			“Oh, hey,” he said after a bit, swallowing a sip of tea. “I have something for you.”

			Maddie perked up in her seat, her dark thoughts being pushed aside. “A present?” No matter how cool a woman tried to act, there was no dismissing the surge of excitement and curiosity when a man told her he had something for her.

			Emmett got up from his chair. “Yeah, I made it for you, actually. I’ll be right back.” She watched him disappear through the doorway to his apartment and return a moment later. He had something hidden behind his back, but she couldn’t see much of anything from a distance. “Close your eyes and hold out your hand,” he directed.

			Maddie complied, curious as to what it could be. He said he’d made her something. She’d never had a man make her something before, but most of the men she’d dated only knew how to make money.

			Emmett placed the object in her hand. It was cool and smooth against her skin, but heavy.

			Maddie opened her eyes and found a wooden carving in her hand. It was a figure of a swan carved out of a solid piece of smooth, dark brown wood. “It’s beautiful,” she said, running her finger along the swan’s back.

			“I don’t know if you know or care much for swans, but whenever I see one, I’m reminded of you. Swans are so graceful and elegant. That’s how I see you. Watching you move around that bakery is like a ballet. Even your food is like some refined piece of art. Swans are also beautiful of course, even though they start out quite different-looking. They change as they get older, and I’ve seen that in you as well.”

			Maddie couldn’t tear her gaze away from the carving. She’d been given some small tokens of affection in high school, but nothing like this. Nothing made by hand with such important meaning behind it.

			“You know, swans mate for life.” Maddie blurted out the words before fully realizing how they sounded. Her cheeks blushed as she looked up at him. A moment ago, she felt like things were moving too fast and here she was talking about lifetime commitment. “I . . . I m-mean, that’s the only thing I know about swans. I’d always heard that they mate for life.”

			“I think you’re right,” he said. “Male swans are smart. When you’ve got something perfect in your life, you don’t let it go.”

			Maddie looked up at him, noting that his words seemed to resonate in the intensity of his gaze. She swallowed hard as emotions welled up inside her. There was a warmth in her chest, an urge that wanted her to throw herself into his arms and have him hold her. She resisted it, recognizing those same urges from her relationship with Joel. She refused to paint it with the same brush, but she was hesitant to completely trust herself in a relationship. It was too early for that. “You really carved this yourself?” she asked, trying to distract herself.

			“Yeah. I’ve been working on a project and I had a really nice piece of wood left over. I thought it’d be perfect for this.”

			Maddie shifted her focus to the piece, turning it over in her hands. “I don’t know why I always forget that you’re a carpenter, too.”

			“I haven’t had much time to dedicate to it lately. I did just take on a new job, my first in a while.”

			Maddie hated for her doubts to creep into this moment, but she had to ask. If he was working for her grandmother, would he admit to it? “What are you working on?”

			“A built-in bookcase for Connie Jackson.”

			Maddie breathed a sigh of relief and leaned across the table to kiss him. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			“It’s late,” Emmett said as he glanced down at his watch. The evening had flown by with Maddie at the bar. Even when he had a good crowd of customers, he still had time to finish dinner and chat with her. He could tell she was running out of steam, though. She was getting that glassy look in her blue eyes that told him she was exhausted. “It’s almost eight, past your bedtime.”

			“I know,” Maddie said with a pout that told him she wasn’t ready to go yet.

			Maybe she didn’t really have to, he thought. “I have an idea.”

			Maddie perked up in her seat, curious. “What’s that?”

			“Why don’t you go upstairs to my apartment and get some sleep? I’ll be up to join you when I close at ten thirty. You can stay the night and go home in the morning when you’ve got to open up the bakery.”

			“I’ve got a better idea,” she countered. “How about I go home and you come over to my place when the bar closes? You’ve never been over to my house before. At least not past the front door.”

			“That works just as well,” he said. “Leave me a key?”

			“Yep.” Maddie reached into her purse and pulled out her spare key. It had a large glittery cupcake keychain hooked to it, so there was no doubt whose house it went to. “See you sometime after ten thirty?”

			Emmett snatched up the key and gave her a long good-bye kiss that promised more. “You bet.”

			He watched her slip out of the bar with her basket of dirty dishes. It was a good night in the end, but he’d gotten concerned during dinner. The conversation had been fine until he mentioned the party at Grant and Pepper’s. She just seemed to shut down. He hadn’t planned on giving her the swan tonight, but he needed something to break the tension. It’d worked. She relaxed and the rest of the evening was great, but he didn’t know what the problem was.

			He wondered if she was embarrassed of him. Her grandmother, at the least, knew they were dating, but probably not her parents. She may not have even mentioned it to most of her siblings. Was meeting the rest of her family a step too far for her? Was she just slumming with the bartender but didn’t want her high-and-mighty father to know about it?

			Emmett hoped that wasn’t true. He thought Maddie had really made a breakthrough on that front. She didn’t seem to be deliberately hiding their relationship from anyone, but was her daddy a different matter? He didn’t know for sure and he hadn’t wanted to push tonight. He’d certainly find out before they went to the housewarming, though. Emmett didn’t want his appearance and the subsequent drama to ruin Pepper and Grant’s party.

			He tried not to worry too much about it. Thankfully, the rest of the night went quickly. The last patron left at nine thirty, so Emmett was able to clean up and run his receipts early. At closing time, he was able to flip off the lights, lock the door, and jog across the street to Maddie’s house.

			When he locked the front door behind him, he realized he wasn’t quite sure where he was going. Maddie’s house was a large two-story home with a million small rooms, the way old houses used to be. Assuming her bedroom was upstairs, he started in that direction and found one of her little ballet flats on the bottom step. Halfway up, he found another. On the landing, he found the sweater she’d had on earlier.

			Maddie had left him a seductive little trail of bread crumbs. Her jeans were down the hallway to the right, so he followed the trail. Hanging on one of the doorknobs was a cream-colored satin bra.

			Bingo.

			Gripping the knob, Emmett opened the door. The queen-size bed was just to the right of the doorway, with a massive, white-washed, carved headboard and footboard. A tiny lamp was on beside the bed, illuminating the swan figurine on the table and the outline of Maddie in bed.

			He could see a peek of something that looked like she was wearing a lacy red nightie. Most of it was covered by the plush floral quilt spread across the bed. She might have planned a grand seduction tonight, but sleep had won the battle. Her pink lips were softly parted, her dark hair scattered across the lacy white pillowcase. He knew he was supposed to wake her up when he got there, but she looked so peaceful he didn’t have the heart to do it. Instead, he walked around to the other side of the bed and slipped out of his clothes. He left a condom on the nightstand, just in case.

			Emmett left his boxers on and crawled into the softest bed he’d ever slept in. It was like snuggling with a cloud. If Maddie couldn’t fall asleep in this bed, his bar really was disruptive. It wasn’t even his bedtime yet and he could feel his own eyes getting heavy.

			As gently as he could, Emmett rolled onto his side, spooning against Maddie. Even in her sleep, she was drawn to his body heat. She curled her back against him and sighed in contentment without waking.

			Before he knew it, he was out cold. He was roused some time later by a heat spreading through his veins like an erotic dream revving his engine. His first waking sensation was the feel of fingers stroking his erection.

			He groaned and pressed against it. His hands sought out Maddie beneath the blankets. She was still lying on her side next to him, reaching behind her to stroke him through the thin fabric of his boxer shorts. His palm glided along the silk-covered indentation at her waist and up over her hip. Maddie arched her back, pressing the curve of her rear against his erection.

			“Damn,” he cursed. This was one hell of a way to wake up. Emmett snuggled closer, wrapping his arm around her waist to pull her tight against him, and then planted a trail of kisses along her shoulder.

			He was still foggy from sleep, every sensation almost like a dream as they rubbed against each other in the dark. When Maddie’s hand slipped beneath the waistband of his boxers, she curled her fingers around him and squeezed.

			“Maddie,” he groaned against her shoulder.

			“Now,” she whispered, tugging him toward her.

			He pushed her nightie up, feeling for panties that weren’t there. He dipped his fingers between her thighs and felt the moist heat of her desire. She was ready for him.

			Rolling on his back, he kicked out of his shorts and snatched the condom off the nightstand. He put it on as quick as he could so he could return to their warm cocoon of blankets. He stroked his palm down her outer thigh, raising her leg just high enough to rest it on his own. She arched her back once again and he felt out her opening.

			With little resistance, he was able to press forward, pushing into her from behind. He gripped her hips with his hands and they moved together in a slow, easy rhythm. They touched and tasted each other, taking their time, and yet reaching their climaxes all too soon. Maddie came first, her body shaking as Emmett held her tight against his chest. Her pulsating muscles put him over the edge as he buried his face in her hair and gave in to it.

			As though they’d never fully awakened, the dark beckoned them back to sleep with Maddie curled in his arms. A polite beeping sound roused him from sleep some time later. It seemed like only minutes had passed, but when Maddie sat up in bed and turned the lamp on, he knew hours had gone by.

			Emmett winced at the light. “Do we really need the lamp on?” he asked.

			“You might not, but I do. I need to get up. It’s three thirty.”

			Emmett groaned. He reached for her, tugging her back beneath the blankets and against him. “No. You said you get up later now.”

			“This is later.”

			“Well, I’m not letting go of you until four,” he said. Maddie reached out to reset the alarm on her phone, then switched off the light.

			“Okay, you win.”

			Of course, now Emmett was wide-awake. He wanted to know what was going on with Maddie. She seemed to really be opening up to him, then at dinner, the talk of her brother had immediately closed her down. He didn’t understand it, although he was wondering if it had anything to do with him at all, or if it was whatever relationship Adelia had alluded to.

			Maybe here, in the safety of her bedroom, she would open up to him. “Maddie, can I ask what happened tonight at the bar?”

			He could feel her tense in his arms. “What’re you talking about?” she asked in contrast to it.

			“When I mentioned going to Grant and Pepper’s party, you seemed almost cross with me. I thought things were going well, but now I wonder if you’re holding back. Did I overstep some kind of boundary with you?”

			“No, of course not. I’m just not used to being in a relationship, I guess. Opening up to someone and incorporating them into my life is hard for me. It’s easier to keep things compartmentalized because I don’t trust myself to make smart choices.”

			“Why?”

			“You don’t really want to hear my sob story. It’s not that interesting.”

			“Tell me,” Emmett pressed. He wanted to know what had happened to her. Why did she do everything she could to keep people at arm’s length? He thought he’d broken through all the barriers just to find more tonight.

			Maddie sighed and snuggled against his shoulder. “My family has always been a big deal in Rosewood—they founded the town. I know that seems silly, but when I was in high school, we were in this glory phase. Blake was the golden god of the high school football team; Mitchell was valedictorian; I was a varsity cheerleader . . . Things were going well for all of us. The girls were always chasing after my brothers, and when I got to the age where I was allowed to date, the boys started lining up. It only took a couple of dates to realize that most of them were interested in my family more than me. I even had one who claimed I should pay for our date because I was rich.

			“My daddy warned me that boys would try to use me to get to my family. I tried to avoid that by being the unobtainable girl who all the boys wanted and none of them could have. I guess that’s when my attitude first started. To keep the boys at arm’s length, I developed this air of superiority that bordered on downright snobbery. It was easier if people thought I didn’t date anyone because no one was good enough for me.”

			“Sounds lonely,” Emmett noted.

			“I was used to being lonely. I’ve been lonely my whole life. I think that’s why I fell so hard when Joel came to Rosewood. He was a friend of Blake’s from Auburn. They played football together, and whenever Blake came home for a long weekend or a holiday, he brought Joel with him. He was handsome, and so much like my brother—a talented athlete, a charmer, and better yet, he was practically family-endorsed. Everyone loved him. I was a senior in high school at the time and I was smitten. He seemed to like me, too, and asked my father for permission to court me. It was so old-fashioned, but I loved the idea of it.

			“While he was at school, we texted and talked on the phone. I felt like I really got to know him well. When the spring semester ended, he came home with Blake again to attend graduation for Mitchell and me. That night after the party, he took me out to a secluded spot on the lake away from the house. He’d packed wine and brought a blanket. We hadn’t really discussed moving forward in our physical relationship, but the more wine I drank, the better an idea it became. He was touching me like I’d never been touched before and I liked it. But then he started getting more aggressive.”

			Emmett stiffened. He didn’t like where this story was going. He hadn’t even heard all of it yet and he wanted to track this Joel guy down.

			“I tried to get him to slow down, but he kept insisting that it was okay. I started to wonder if he’d put something in my drink. I’d only had wine once, but I didn’t remember it being that strong. My arms and legs were too heavy to fight him off and I couldn’t seem to form the words to tell him no. If I didn’t concentrate really hard, I knew I would black out, so I fought to stay focused.

			“When I managed to ask him to at least wear a condom, he told me no. He said I was his golden meal ticket. I guess since he’d drugged me, he believed that I wouldn’t remember what happened or what he said, but he told me that he was going to knock me up and things would be set for him. I guess he thought we’d have to get married to avoid scandal if I got pregnant and my dad would give him a job, and he could just sit pretty and live off my family’s money.

			“The next thing I knew, my brothers came out of nowhere. Mitchell told me later he’d noticed I was missing and had this gnawing worry he couldn’t shake. We joked that it was that twin connection people always talk about, but whatever it was, I’m grateful for it. He grabbed Blake and they went looking for me. They found me just in time. Blake beat the shit out of Joel. Even Mitchell took a few swings, and that’s not his thing at all.”

			“Were you okay?” Emmett asked, wrapping a protective arm around her. “Did he hurt you?”

			“No, he didn’t, thankfully. More than anything, he taught me a lesson. After that, I told myself that I’d never let myself get in that kind of position again. I decided that when I started dating more seriously, I was going to avoid this problem by only dating men who had more money than I did. If they were rich, they didn’t need to use me for money or family connections.

			“I also decided that I was never drinking again. The wine had led me to make stupid decisions, and once I was drugged, there was no getting out of it if my brothers hadn’t saved me. I hadn’t had a drop of alcohol since then until our celebratory drink the other night. I didn’t even drink in Paris because I was there alone and afraid of what might happen.”

			“Why did you choose that night to finally break your own rule?” he asked.

			“I guess I wasn’t afraid of you. That might have been ignorant on my part, but I felt like I was in a safe place. I also intended to just have one glass for celebration’s sake, but that didn’t exactly work out,” she said with a laugh. “I don’t know why, but you make me break all my rules.”

			Emmett felt like an idiot. All this time, he’d thought she was just spoiled and only wanted the kind of man who could give her the lifestyle she was accustomed to. That she thought she was too fancy for his bar and his patrons. Instead, it was a hard-wired defense mechanism.

			“I think you should break all of your rules. Forget about what you think you should do, and just be who you want to be. Stop hiding who you really are, because from what I’ve seen, I think the person you are is wonderful.”

			“You always seem to be exactly who you truly are,” Maddie said. “You put yourself out there. Aren’t you afraid of getting hurt or doing something stupid?”

			Something stupid like lying about who he was to everyone around him while preaching to her that she needed to stop living a lie? He had the sudden urge to tell her the truth about his background and who he was, but he knew that was a bad idea. For one thing, she seemed so sensitive to a man’s lies after what happened with Joel. If she’d built up a level of trust in Emmett, would admitting to the truth make things worse, even if it was a fairly harmless lie?

			Was it wrong to keep that part of him a secret? He’d had gold diggers cross his path over the years. He’d pegged Maddie to be one of them, just entertaining herself with the likes of him until someone rich showed up. But he was wrong. She liked Emmett for who he was. Or at least, who she thought he was. It was unexpected, but he really liked that about her. He wasn’t ready for that to change.

			“I learned a long time ago that the past is the past. You can’t change it; you can only grow and move on from it. You got hurt. I’ve been hurt. It’s just life. But you’ve got to open yourself back up to the good things, even if it might come with some of the bad.”

			“You’re right,” she said at last in a small voice.

			Their painful pasts hung heavy in the air between them after a long silence. Emmett didn’t want her to start her day with that on her mind. “Well,” he said, “I am happy to inform you that I have no intention of impregnating you.”

			“Well, that’s good,” Maddie chuckled.

			“And, I also have no interest in your money. I know you don’t have any.”

			Maddie gasped, rolling onto her back to look up at him in the dark. “What are you talking about?”

			“You’re mortgaged to your eyeballs between the bakery and this house. For all I know, you owe your father a kidney, so using you for your money is pointless.”
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			Maddie was putting out a tray of Friday’s special pain au chocolat when the door chimed. She looked up and was surprised to see her grandmother in the bakery. She wasn’t sure if Granny had visited since the grand opening during the summer.

			“Granny,” Maddie said. “What brings you to the bakery?”

			“Marilyn Gallagher had surgery yesterday and is home from the hospital. I wanted to take something by the house, but Cookie had the morning off to attend her niece’s Halloween party at school. I haven’t toiled away in a kitchen for years, Lord knows what an inedible mess I’d make, so I thought the better decision was to pick up something from you.”

			That made sense. The mayor’s wife and Granny had been friends for years. That was an important enough event for her to venture from the house. She seemed to be getting out more lately. Maddie liked to see that. She hated the idea of her grandmother getting older and being homebound. It just flew in the face of her independent streak.

			“What would you like to take her?”

			Her grandmother walked along the display case, eyeing all the items available. “Do you have a loaf of the banana bread that hasn’t been sliced yet?”

			“I do, there’s one in the kitchen.”

			“I’ll take that. She and Otto can eat it for breakfast with their coffee.”

			Maddie went into the kitchen and grabbed the loaf of banana bread on the cooling rack. She wrapped it in plastic so it wouldn’t dry out and put it in a box. “Anything else for you?”

			“Actually, wrap up one of the chocolate croissants for Winston. I know he likes those. I’m going right home after I drop off this bread, so I’m sure he’ll enjoy it as a treat before dinner tonight. I’ve been out of the house more in the last few weeks than I have in a while. It seems like things keep coming up but never on the same day.”

			Maddie slipped the croissant into the new paper treat sleeves she’d ordered. They were still pink and still had the gold “M” monogrammed on the front, but they were significantly cheaper than the boxes for single items. Turning toward the register with her grandmother’s purchases, she knew she couldn’t pass up her chance to ask about Granny’s recent visit to Woody’s.

			“I know. I’ve seen your car go by a couple of times. Did you go to Woody’s the other day? I could swear that was your Caddy parked out front.”

			Her grandmother was uncharacteristically silent for a moment. She seemed to be considering her words and started digging through her purse in a thinly veiled stall tactic. “Oh, yes,” she said after a moment, retrieving her credit card. “I remember now. I went by to speak to Emmett about a project at the house.”

			“You went to him?” That wasn’t the answer she was expecting, nor did she think it should take her grandmother that long to come up with it. She said it very convincingly, however. If it were true, Maddie supposed there wasn’t anything she could say about it. If her grandmother sought out Emmett for a job instead of the other way around, she couldn’t blame him for that.

			“Yes, of course,” Adelia said with a furrowed brow. “Carpenters don’t exactly go door-to-door offering to build things, you know. I’d heard from a few folks that he did nice work. With everything going on between the two of you, he was fresh in my mind, so I wanted to see if he was available.”

			“Was he?”

			“Not at the moment. I had a limited window for the project and between the bar hours and his community service, he said time was a little tight for a project of that size. I think we’re going to try to schedule something for next year.”

			“It’s funny, he hasn’t mentioned working on something for you.”

			Her grandmother narrowed her blue gaze at Maddie. “It’s probably because he isn’t, yet. I’d also asked him not to mention it to anyone, including you. I didn’t want one of you to accidentally ruin the surprise. It was supposed to be a birthday gift for your mother. I wanted him to line her closet with cedar and put up more shelving and shoe storage this week while she was away on her girls’ trip. There just wasn’t time. I may try again when she and your father go on their anniversary cruise in the spring.”

			Maddie handed her grandmother her receipt, feeling foolish for being so suspicious of Emmett. He’d given her no reason to think he was after anything other than a relationship with her, and yet she’d concocted a whole elaborate scenario in her mind. Joel’s betrayal was a gift that kept on giving long after she wished she could forget all about him.

			“All right, dear, you have a good afternoon.”

			“’Bye, Granny,” Maddie said. She watched her carry her bag out to the car and drive off in the direction of the mayor’s house.

			The timer went off in the kitchen and Maddie rushed in to pull cookies from the oven. She didn’t need to waste her time thinking about imaginary problems when she had a real batch of two-hundred sugar cookies to make for the Halloween festival.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Even though it was a Saturday, Emmett opted to keep Woody’s closed on Halloween until after the Trunk or Treat and the movie in the square was over. Normally he opened at eleven, but between his community service in the morning and the town activities happening in the evening, it just didn’t make sense.

			Besides that, he didn’t need people with alcohol in their system trying to navigate their cars around a thousand pedestrians. He tried to keep an eye on folks to make sure they could get home safely, but even the slightest delay in reaction time could make a difference if a little Ninja Turtle suddenly ran into the street.

			Instead, Woody’s would be throwing its annual costume party starting at nine. With the bar closed, it gave him time to decorate and prepare, and gave him the freedom to leave and participate in most of the town activities as well.

			After decorating the library with Maddie, doing up the bar was easy. Joy even showed up early to help.

			“Are you wanting the motion-detector skeleton on the bathroom door?” she asked.

			“No!” he said adamantly. “That thing moves and screeches at people. If it goes off on their way into the restroom, they might wet themselves.”

			“Ooh,” she said with big eyes. “Okay then. How about I hang it on the door to the back room? That will keep folks out of there.”

			“Perfect.”

			It turned out that Joy was a Halloween freak, so he’d turned over the reins to her where the party was concerned. He’d thrown one last year, but it was really just a glorified costume party with two-dollar drafts. Joy had taken it to the next level. She was getting food catered in, so there was a cover charge at the door that the new bouncer, Dré, would collect. People were encouraged to dress up and they were having a costume contest later with prizes. The whole place was covered in spiderwebs, skulls, and old, flickering LED candles. The jukebox was loaded with spooky songs. She’d even come up with a list of Halloween drink specials including witches’ brew, white zombies, and dragon’s blood.

			Emmett was going with it. It sounded fun. And, if a bunch of folks came to the bar for the party when the movie was over, it might be a lucrative night for them, too.

			“So, is your girlfriend coming to the party tonight?” Joy asked after the last decoration went up.

			Emmett shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s pretty late for her. The bakery isn’t open tomorrow, but she’s so involved in the festival tonight that she’ll probably be exhausted.”

			“That’s a shame.”

			“What about you? Do you have a special Stormtrooper or Wolfman coming to see you tonight?”

			Joy chuckled and turned away. “Not a chance. This town isn’t ready for the likes of me yet.”

			Emmett looked down at this watch. The party at the library started at five thirty with the Trunk or Treat starting at seven. It was getting close to time to head to the square.

			“Are we good with the food?”

			“Yes,” Joy said, whipping her notebook out of her back pocket. “I’ve got platters of sandwiches, fruit, cheese, and veggies in the refrigerator. I’ve got a bunch of chips to dump in bowls. There’s a big Crock-Pot of little smokies in barbecue sauce heating on low. The guy at the Pizza Palace is going to bring a tray of hot wings and garlic knots at nine thirty. When we’re ready, we’ve just got to set it all up on the table with the skull-covered tablecloth. I’ve also got a bunch of matching plates, utensils, and napkins with skulls on them stashed under the bar.”

			Emmett was pretty amazed. She’d gone above and beyond for tonight. He’d never attempted to do food at Woody’s, even though he had a full, industrial kitchen in the back. Getting a cook and worrying about everything that went with food service was a headache he wasn’t ready to take on. But maybe someday. He’d see how tonight went for a start.

			“Okay then. Do you think we’re ready to lock up?”

			Joy looked around and nodded. “I think so. I’m going to go home, get in costume, and grab my goodies to hand out. Shall we meet back here about eight forty-five?”

			“That works. What costume are you wearing tonight?”

			“A zombie cheerleader,” she said brightly.

			That’d be interesting. “Nice. Just make sure you have both your arms intact. You’ll need them to bus tables.”

			“Ha-ha,” she said flatly as she slipped into her coat. “What are you wearing?”

			“I’m coming as Han Solo.”

			“Interesting choice. Geeky, yet also badass.”

			“Get out of here,” he said, tossing a bar towel at her.

			Joy laughed, catching the towel in the air and tossing it back at him. “See you at the witching hour.”

			Emmett did a few last things around the bar before he locked the front door and headed upstairs to his apartment. Choosing a costume he could work in hadn’t been as easy as he’d hoped. He didn’t want a mask or anything covering his face or hands. He couldn’t wear anything that was too hot or hard to move in. It was amazing how much that had limited him. No superheroes. No big gag costumes. Nothing hot and furry.

			In the end, he went with Han Solo. The costume was fairly simple, comfortable, and as close to real clothes as he could get while still being dressed up. And really . . . Joy was right. Was there a more badass option? He didn’t think so.

			It didn’t take long for him to slip into the costume and strap the blaster to his hip. For fun, he’d bought a candy pail that was shaped like Darth Vader’s helmet, so he filled that with candy and headed out to meet Maddie on the square.

			By the time he got there, it was just about time for the Trunk or Treat. Cars were already lining the square and filling all the parking spots along the shops and in the lots of the courthouse and the library. Since it seemed pointless to take his truck, Emmett was planning to just walk around and hand out candy to kids as he passed them.

			“Han Solo!” someone shouted over his shoulder. Emmett turned in time to see Grant and Pepper coming toward him. They were dressed like the Avengers, with Pepper in a skintight Black Widow costume and Grant wearing a Hawkeye outfit, complete with bow and arrow.

			“Don’t you look handsome,” Pepper said. “Did you talk Maddie into wearing the slave-girl bikini?”

			Both Grant and Emmett broke out in laughter at the same time. “Uh, no,” Emmett said. “I have no idea what she’s wearing. We didn’t discuss it. I’m not sure we’re in the matching-couples’-costume place quite yet.”

			“We’ll keep an eye out for her and send her your way if we see her,” Pepper said.

			“Wait. There she is. In the red cloak,” Grant said, pointing across the lawn to where the movie would be airing. Some people had already spread out their blankets and chairs to claim their spots for later.

			There, meandering through the crowd with her basket of goodies, was Maddie. She had taken his joke about Red Riding Hood and parlayed it into a whole costume. She was wearing a red gingham dress that was fairly short. It was paired with tights and boots to keep her warm. A red cloak was wrapped around her shoulders with the hood pulled up over her head. She looked good enough to eat.

			“Will I see you two at the Halloween party?” he asked.

			“You bet,” Grant replied. “There’s no food at our house and all the furniture has boxes piled up on it.”

			“I bet. I’ll catch up with you there.” With a wave, Emmett jogged across the street to meet up with Maddie.

			“Hello, little girl,” he said as he came up behind her in a menacing, wolflike growl. “Where are you going with that basket of goodies?”

			Maddie turned to look at him with an innocent smile that was enhanced by the dark braided pigtails beneath her hood. “To my grandmother’s house. What big eyes you have!”

			“The better to take in every luscious curve,” he said with a laugh before leaning in to kiss her. “I approve of this costume,” he said. “I will also approve of taking it off later, if you can stand to stay awake that long.”

			“I don’t know,” Maddie said coyly. “We’ll have to see.”

			“Is everything set for movie night?” he asked.

			“Yep. Alice has the projector ready to go. Lydia, of all people, volunteered to man the laptop, so we’ve got someone to watch over that. I’m handing out sugar cookies shaped like pumpkins. I baked two hundred of them yesterday, and Gertie spent all morning icing them and piping little faces on them. Alice is even going around with little survey cards to see if folks would like us to turn this into a series next summer. I think Movies in the Square has a nice ring to it.”

			Emmett wrapped his arm around her waist and tugged her close. “It does. And it’ll keep all those wild hoodlums from staying out drinking late and keeping you up at night.”

			Maddie blushed nearly as red as her cape. “Yes, well, that was the original intent when I started this, but I think it’s something fun for folks in town to do. My grandmother’s always lecturing us on the importance of fostering community spirit.”

			“Well, there’s plenty of community spirit tonight. Look, there goes a ghost right there.”

			Maddie laughed and swatted him on the arm as the tiny ghost walked by. “Very funny. Looks like the kids are coming out of the library, so it’s time to start handing out candy.”
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			So far, the night was going splendidly. When the Trunk or Treat ended, the families with small children dissipated, but a decent crowd remained for the movie. The lawn outside the library was a sea of chairs and blankets. Some people were in costume, likely heading on to the party at Woody’s when the film was over. Others, like Bert Swenson and Vera Reynolds, were just dressed warm for a fall evening outside.

			Maddie smiled when she saw the curly white hair of Miss Dotty sticking up over the chair beside Vera. She was holding the hand of the older gentleman beside her that had to be Dick, the man she’d had her eye on. It looked like her new hairdo and senior-center brunch plans had paid off.

			All the cookies had been handed out. Every single one had gone into the hands of a potential customer. It felt great to be a part of something that got her involved in the community and helped to grow her business at the same time.

			It was all part of the new phase of life she was starting. Apologizing to Pepper was just one step of many. She would do the same when Ivy returned for the holidays. From there, she had a whole community to befriend. She’d spent too long worried about how the bakery looked rather than how best to bring customers into it. She hoped this helped her seem like the friendly, approachable woman she wanted to be, instead of the snobby, too-good-for-everyone woman people seemed to think she was.

			Alice walked to the front of the crowd and raised her hands to get everyone’s attention. “I’d like to thank everyone for coming out here tonight. When Maddie Chamberlain came to me with the idea of showing movies in the square, I knew it was the perfect activity for our community. It was late in the year, but we wanted to try it out and see how everyone liked it. Hopefully, you’ll be joining us for more of these events next summer.”

			The crowd applauded. Maddie moved to the side of the crowd where Emmett was leaning against a tree. He had to leave before the movie was over to open Woody’s and prepare for the party. She planned to make an appearance, but if her extended yawns were any indication, she’d be asleep soon. She clung to his side and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

			“We’d like to thank Madelyn’s Bakery and Tea House for sponsoring tonight’s event. I hope all of you got one of those tasty cookies. Be sure not to throw away the tag, because it’s good for a dollar off a future purchase at the bakery. And now, ladies and gentleman, I present Frankenstein!”

			Alice slipped into the darkness to another round of applause. Lydia flipped the switch on the projector and cued up the DVD. The opening credits of Frankenstein began, the spooky mood music filling the air in the square. But then . . . something went wrong.

			The projector flickered and went dark. When the light came back on, there was a different video playing. A home movie of sorts. Maddie squinted at the screen, recognizing her brother Grant and Logan Anthony.

			“I wish you’d drop this wall you’ve put up and let us try,” Grant’s voice projected through the speakers. “Let me try to be a brother to you. It might not be as terrible as you imagine.”

			“Why do you care?” Logan asked. “I’m your father’s bastard. Why would you want anything to do with me, or want me involved with your family at all? Is this all just to make Pepper happy?”

			Alice came running through the crowd to intervene while a noticeably calm Lydia watched with interest as the clip continued to play. Maddie just stood there, utterly confused. Did Grant just say Logan was his brother? Not just his future brother-in-law, but that he was Norman’s bastard? That meant he was . . . her heart nearly came to a stop in her chest. He was her brother, too.

			A gasp went up and a rumble of voices sounded in the crowd. Maddie looked over in time to see Grant get up from his seat and march straight toward Lydia. “You meddling bitch!” he shouted. “Why are you on a mission to hurt everyone in my family?”

			Grant’s shouts were echoed by the video of him still playing on the screen. “Circumstances be damned, you’re my brother. I want to have a relationship with you. We’re family, and family is important to me.”

			The film turned off. Lydia abandoned her post, casually walking out of the square before Grant could reach her. Emmett held Maddie tightly, but she tugged away from his grasp. She couldn’t breathe.

			“Ladies and gentleman,” Alice announced. “We’ve had some minor technical difficulties. Please give us a moment and we’ll get the film going again.”

			Someone from the crowd approached the laptop and helped Alice, but Maddie wasn’t concerned about the movie any longer. Her gaze met Grant’s across the lawn. There was panic in his eyes, a red flush of anger mottling his skin. It was all true; she could tell.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Emmett suggested, and all Maddie could do was nod. She wanted out, badly. People were still talking, looking up at Maddie and pointing as they did. She couldn’t take it any longer. She took Emmett’s hand and let him lead her to the sidewalk just as the sounds of Frankenstein returned to the square.

			She thought she’d feel better once she was inside the safety of the closed bar, but it didn’t help. She climbed onto one of the barstools and dropped her face into her hands. She wanted to cry, scream, and hit something all at once.

			“He lied,” she said at last with a sad shake of her head. “He knew the truth and he lied.”

			“Who?” Emmett asked with a frown.

			“Grant. He’s Mr. Honesty, yet he kept this from all of us. Or at least from me. I don’t know if anyone else knows about Logan, but that’s kind of a big deal. We have a brother we never knew about. A brother! Pepper’s brother at that,” she added. It would take her a long time to wrap her head around all of this. Her universe was shifting in a direction she’d never anticipated. She was just getting used to the idea of Pepper as her sister-in-law. Logan as her half brother? She couldn’t even imagine it.

			Emmett leaned on the counter and pinned her with his gaze. “Is Grant really the one you should be upset with? I don’t know for sure, but I’m thinking he probably found out because of his relationship with Pepper. In his situation, secrecy was probably the best policy if her family didn’t want it getting out.”

			Maddie thought about his words for a moment and realized he was right. The person she needed to be angry with was her daddy. Daddy . . . the one who spoiled her mercilessly. Who let her get away with murder. The same Daddy who bought her the bakery, who gave her a Mercedes for graduation, who paid for pastry school in Paris. He was her rock, the one she ran to when things went wrong. Even though she knew, rationally, that he was at fault, it wasn’t her knee-jerk reaction to blame him for anything. She was a daddy’s girl.

			“Maybe he didn’t know,” she said with a hopeful tone. “It’s possible that Logan’s mother never told my father that she was having his baby. That happens a lot, right?”

			Emmett reached across the bar and took her hand. “It’s also possible that he’s known all this time. Your father isn’t a saint, Maddie. You’re old enough to know that.”

			She took a deep breath and let it out. He was right. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then a thought struck her and they flew open again. “Mama!”

			She reached for her picnic basket, where she’d stored her keys and her phone. There were half a dozen astonished text messages on her screen, but she ignored them all. Someone had to warn her mother.

			“Maddie,” Emmett warned. “Do you want to be the one to tell her?”

			“No. But I don’t want those gossiping harpies to be the ones to tell her, either. Damn Lydia. She did this on purpose.” She dialed the house as quickly as she could, hoping her call would get there before anyone else’s.

			“Hello? Madelyn, dear?” It wasn’t her mother’s voice; it was her grandmother’s.

			“Granny, where’s Mama?”

			“She’s still in the Bahamas on that girls’ trip.”

			Maddie breathed a sigh of relief. Her mother’s cell phone wasn’t the kind that would work in another country.

			“She gets home tomorrow. What’s the matter, Madelyn?”

			“Lydia slipped a video clip of Grant and Logan Anthony arguing into the movie at the library tonight.” Maddie hesitated, not wanting to tell her grandmother the truth, either. She’d had two children, but Norman was her only son, and she doted on him the way Maddie’s daddy doted on her. “Apparently they were arguing about Logan being Daddy’s illegitimate son.”

			“Oh.”

			“That’s all I know. You’ll have to ask Grant about the rest. I think Lydia did that to get back at the family for the incident at Ivy’s concert. And maybe at me because I’m not her partner in crime any longer.”

			Her grandmother drew in an audible breath and sighed. “I’m sure she had plenty of reasons in her own mind, twisted and wrong as they might be. She’s always been your friend, but I’ve never understood why.”

			“She’s not my friend anymore, Granny. I’m not friends with anyone who deliberately tries to hurt my family like that.”

			“Good girl.”

			“The whole town knows, or will know, by the time Mama gets back from her trip. What are we going to do?”

			“I’ll speak with Helen when she returns. I know you love your father, dear, but I’m not entirely certain that your mother will be . . . surprised.”

			Maddie was the surprised one. “You don’t sound shocked, either.”

			“There are very few things that happen in this family that I don’t know about, Madelyn. Your father’s indiscretions are among them.”

			Indiscretions? Plural? She just shook her head. This was bigger than Logan, she hated to admit. Logan was just from back before her father learned to be more careful.

			“Thank you for calling. I know that was difficult for you to do. No one wants to be the bearer of that kind of news. I’ll take it from here. You try to enjoy your party. Good night, Madelyn.”

			“Good night, Granny.” Maddie turned off her phone and let it drop into her lap. Her father was a cheater, his business rival was really his son, and, apparently, Granny and her mama knew about it the whole time. What the hell was going on with her family? And what about her best friend just turning on her like that?

			“I’d offer you a drink,” Emmett said, laying his plastic gun on the counter, “but I don’t think you’d take it.”

			“No, but thank you. At this point, I think it would be adding more fuel to the fire instead of numbing me the way I’d want it to. If I punch Lydia in the face, I’ll get arrested. And I’m not ready to face Judge Griffin again so soon.”

			“I know,” Emmett conceded with disappointment, “but it’d be worth it to watch someone punch her.”

			Maddie shook her head. Lydia had messed with the wrong family. “She’ll get hers. I’m absolutely certain of that. She can’t keep messing with people the way she does. I should’ve known she was up to something when she volunteered to help. She never volunteers to do anything. She just wanted access to the computer.”

			“You couldn’t have known what she was up to.”

			“Yeah, but I know Lydia. She was my best friend. I never expected her to turn on me and treat me the same way she treats everyone else. I guess it’s inevitable. Really, when I stopped being so mean to people, I guess I turned on her. I’m sure that’s how she sees it.”

			“People see what they want to see and use that to justify their actions. Doesn’t make it true, or what they did any less despicable.”

			That was true. But it didn’t make it hurt any less or make her any less confused about everything that happened tonight. She did know that she was not in the mood to party. “Hey, listen, do you mind if I skip out on the party tonight? I’m not feeling very festive.”

			“Absolutely.” Emmett came around the bar and wrapped Maddie in his arms. It felt so good to be there. The warmth of being wrapped in his protective cocoon made everything seem better somehow. She wanted to stay there all night, but she knew that was impossible. “I’m sorry about all this. It ruined your big night.”

			“I think it still went okay,” she said, taking a step back while she still had the strength to pull away. “The movie played on. And who knows, maybe the drama and the aftermath will encourage more people to attend the next event. You never know what will happen around Rosewood.”

			“I’d let you hide out in my apartment until I get off work, but it’s going to be after two. You won’t get much sleep with the Monster Mash going on down here.”

			“That’s okay. I’ll be fine. I’m going to take a sleeping pill and try to forget tonight ever happened.” Rising onto her toes, she planted a kiss on his lips to say good night. He wrapped his strong arms around her, making her wish that tonight wasn’t Halloween and there wasn’t long hours of partying in his future. She’d rather curl up with him on the couch and lose herself in some television. Unfortunately, all she could do was pull away and look up into the big green eyes that comforted her. “You be sure to tell all those girls tonight that Han Solo is taken.”

			Emmett smiled and winked. “I will.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			For the first time since Maddie got back from Paris, she skipped Sunday dinner with her family. She didn’t know if she could face her father—or anyone in her family, really—after what had happened last night. She didn’t want to see anyone except Emmett. That’s why when the text tone she’d assigned to Emmett went off, she finally picked up her phone.

			“My bed is cold and lonely,” he wrote.

			Her house was feeling the same way. It was also feeling like the wrong place to wait around. If she didn’t start responding to calls soon, people were probably going to show up at her door. Emmett’s apartment was the ideal hideaway, at least for a while.

			“I’ll be right there,” she responded.

			Minutes later, she was across the street and sequestered in the dark comfort of Emmett’s place. She crept into his bedroom and found him lying there, waiting for her. She shed her clothes and crawled into the bed beside him, letting his body heat warm her bare skin like a radiator.

			“That’s more like it,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist and planting a kiss in the soft hollow beneath her ear. “How are you?”

			“I’m okay,” she said, curling her head into his chest. She listened to the slow, steady rhythm of his heart and it made her feel more at peace. “Better now that I’m here.” She meant it. She felt ten times better here than she had sitting in her house alone all night. It had been a long time since someone had made her feel as comfortable and safe as she did when she was with him.

			“Have you spoken to anyone?”

			“No. And right now, I don’t want to. It’s starting to feel like you’re the only person I can trust.”

			Maddie expected him to say some soothing platitudes in the vein of “of course you can,” or “I’m not the only person you can trust,” but he just lay silent, holding her. Perhaps he was right and words were overrated at this point. Action was better.

			“Make love to me,” she said, her hand caressing his stubble-covered jaw. “Make me forget about all that for a little while longer.”

			“Absolutely.” Emmett’s mouth met hers in a tender yet firm kiss.

			Maddie met his enthusiasm, running her fingers through his messy blond hair and tugging him closer. She couldn’t get enough of him—the rough feel of his hands on her body, the taste of his mouth and his skin on her lips. His scent lingered on the sheets and filled her nostrils as he moaned softly into her mouth. He was a feast of the senses and she was starving.

			She responded instantly to his touch. It continually amazed her how quickly Emmett had learned her body. He effortlessly stroked and teased her into arousal, bringing her to climaxes faster and more often than she’d thought possible.

			They came together quickly. Maddie was eager to empty her mind and feel nothing but the pleasure of being in Emmett’s arms, and he was happy to indulge her. She lifted her hips, welcoming him into her body with a contented sigh.

			As they moved together, Maddie realized just how perfect this moment was. No matter what else was going on in her life, this was real. This was right.

			She needed to stop being afraid. She couldn’t let the past ruin what she had with Emmett by making her second-guess everything. He hadn’t done anything to warrant her suspicion, it was her own fears getting in the way. She just needed to admit to herself that she had feelings for Emmett . . . real feelings. And that was okay. Making one bad choice in a man didn’t mean she was doomed to make them forever. Emmett was thoughtful and kind and honest. He deserved whatever love she had to give him.

			Love?

			Her heart leapt in her chest as she realized what she was thinking. Looking up at those green eyes she could get lost in, she pulled his jaw down to kiss him. She was worried that if she didn’t, she might say the words aloud. There was a lightness in her chest, and the words threatened to bubble up out of her. She’d barely come to terms with the idea herself, so she wasn’t ready to announce it to him when they hadn’t been together that long. It was possible that Maddie was way ahead on the emotional curve and she needed to let the relationship develop at the proper pace.

			Reaching down between them, Emmett stroked at her center, teasing her swollen flesh as he drove into her again and again. All thoughts of love and confessions, all thoughts of her family and betrayal, slipped away as she was jerked back into the here and now of her physical desires. Every muscle in her body drew taut as she bit her lip and waited to reach the pinnacle of pleasure.

			“Yes!” she shouted out as she peaked, clawing at his shoulders. Soon, his own cries mingled with hers as he rocked with Maddie through the waves to the end of their release.

			Exhausted and spent, Emmett collapsed. He slid to the side and shifted his weight to keep from crushing her, but Maddie didn’t care. In this moment, everything was perfect, including the heated touch of his body pressing heavily against her own.

			When he finally rolled onto his back, Maddie sidled up against him, resting her head on his chest. His heart was still racing from exertion and she lay there listening until it finally slowed to its usual, steady pace.

			Her lids were starting to get heavy. It was late morning, hours past when she normally started her day, but she hadn’t slept very well last night. She gave in to the lure of the sandman and fell asleep in his arms. She didn’t know how much time had passed when the sound of Emmett’s voice jerked her back to consciousness.

			“It’s my turn to go to work.”

			Maddie whined and clung to him. She didn’t want him to go downstairs. She wanted him here, all to herself.

			“I know,” he said. “I don’t want to go downstairs, either, but there’s a big game on this afternoon. You can hide in the bar today if you want to. No one will expect to see you there. Or you can stay up here. Either is fine with me.”

			She sighed and let go of him. “If you insist,” she said. He got up and disappeared into the bathroom. Knowing there was nothing she could do to entice him back into bed, she gave up and started dressing. As much as hiding out in his apartment all day appealed to her, she wouldn’t. She would go home and face whatever awaited her there, now that her resolve was steeled by time with Emmett.

			When she headed to the kitchen, she noticed his coffeepot on the counter and thought she’d brew a pot. He could probably use it after being up so late with the Halloween crowd.

			She hunted down the coffee filters and grounds, loading a pitcher of water in the reservoir and turning it on. As it started to perk and bubble, she leaned back against the counter to wait. After a few minutes, when the last drop of coffee fell into the pot, she opened up a few cabinets to hunt for mugs. She found two and sat them on the counter, sliding a stack of papers out of the way so she didn’t get them dirty.

			All the paper slid easily except for one that drifted off the top. She picked it up, moving to put it on the stack, but hesitated as her eyes narrowed in on all the zeros.

			It was a check for twenty-five thousand dollars made out to Emmett. That certainly wasn’t pocket change or standard payment for a bookshelf in Connie Jackson’s den. Whatever this was for, it was something big. Good for him. She sat the check back on the top of the pile, finally seeing the text in the memo line that her thumb had covered before.

			Payment from Adelia Chamberlain, Acct#007568

			That’s when her blood turned to ice in her veins. She picked the check back up and examined it more closely. It was a certified check from Rosewood Bank, dated early last week. The check didn’t notate what the money was for and the To: line had been handwritten in, instead of typed in by the bank. That was odd. Why would her grandmother have a check cut for twenty-five thousand dollars and leave the recipient line blank? If she dropped it, anyone could pick it up and fill in their own name. Unless she didn’t want anyone to know she was giving the money to Emmett. Like Maddie.

			Lydia’s taunts rang as loudly in her head as though she were standing next to her in the kitchen. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you if all of a sudden he’s building bookcases for your grandmother or something.”

			Or a cedar closet. Or maybe nothing at all. Maybe this was some kind of ridiculous pity loan that he’d managed to talk her grandmother into. Business at Woody’s seemed to be doing okay, but what did she know? Emmett could have other things going on in his life that she had no clue about.

			Either way, she was going to find out the truth. Her whole life men had been using her. She’d thought Emmett was different. She thought that she might really, truly be in love with a guy who might return her affections. If this check was what she thought it was, she would know for certain that she was a damn fool.

			And she’d never trust her heart again.
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			He needed to tell her the truth. Emmett rinsed the shampoo from his hair and continued to argue with himself on the subject. It had been hard to lay there and listen to her tell him that he was the only one she could trust when he knew that he was keeping so much of his life a secret from her. After finding out about her father, she would be sensitive to anything like that. He needed to just clear the air and make sure there wasn’t anything that could come back and ruin what they had. That was the last thing he wanted to do.

			He didn’t know why it bothered him so much to confess the truth about who he was. He could ask her not to tell, but he wasn’t sure how long it would be before everyone knew about him. She was paranoid about people just using her for her family’s money, and he knew what it was like. People were always coming to you with investment opportunities or sob stories. Some people felt entitled to a share of what he had. And even the folks who didn’t want or need his money would treat him differently just because he was wealthy.

			Why couldn’t he just stay Emmett the bartender—the easygoing, fun-to-talk-to guy?

			As Emmett turned off the shower, he decided to tell her. She didn’t want any more secrets in her life, so this was his chance to be honest and explain why he didn’t want anyone to know. She’d understand and help keep his secret as her grandmother had, he was sure of it. He slipped out of the shower and dried off. Wrapping the towel around his waist, he walked into the bedroom, expecting to find Maddie still lying there. The bed was empty.

			The scent of coffee caught his attention and his stomach growled. He traveled down the hallway and past the kitchen where he found Maddie sitting on the couch. She was hunched over, resting her elbows on her knees and staring at a slip of paper in her hand.

			He took one step closer before he realized what she was holding. It was the check her grandmother had given him last week. Damn it. He didn’t realize he’d left it out. He should’ve deposited it by now. With a sigh, he shook off his worries. That was just a segue into what he wanted to tell her anyway.

			“I guess,” Maddie said, “that I shouldn’t be surprised. After what happened last night, I should know that even the people closest to me can’t be fully trusted. If you can’t trust your own father, why should the bartender I’ve been sleeping with tell me the truth?”

			This was what he was afraid of. “Maddie, I can explain.”

			She shook her head sharply. “I don’t want you to explain, or rather, I don’t need you to. Lydia, of all people, told me what you were really up to two weeks ago. I didn’t believe her, but given that she’s a weasel of a liar, she probably recognized deception when she saw it.”

			“Deception?” Emmett said, his voice rising in pitch. “You’re really going to take what Lydia Whittaker said about me at face value? I can assure you she doesn’t know a thing about me.”

			“Apparently I don’t, either.” Maddie stood up. “The man I thought I knew wouldn’t use me to bilk money out of my grandmother.”

			Emmett planted his hands on his hips. “You think I’m bilking your grandmother? That I’m playing some kind of angle on Adelia Chamberlain? Is that even possible? The woman is like a cardsharp in a white wig.”

			Maddie ignored him, a frown deepening the lines of her forehead. “My granny is a good person. She’d do anything for this town and its residents. If you showed up on her doorstep like a lost puppy and told her that commissioning a woodworking project would give you the money to take me out and treat me nicely, she’d do it.”

			“I have no doubt of that. But that’s not what’s going on.”

			“Isn’t it? Granny told me she’d spoken with you about putting in a cedar closet for my mother while she was on vacation as a surprise for her birthday. I’m pretty sure that’s not twenty-five thousand dollars’ worth of work.”

			Emmett sighed. He wished that Adelia had told him she’d devised a cover story. Maddie must have pushed her about it. Did someone tell her he’d been to the house? Or did she see Adelia come by the bar to bring him the check? Either way, suspicion had been cast and he’d been unprepared.

			“You’re right. It’s not. A gold-lined closet wouldn’t cost that much. That’s because this check doesn’t have anything to do with a closet. Your grandmother was just covering for me. I’m not building a closet or a shelf or anything else for her.”

			“Then what is this?” she asked, holding up the check with a tight jaw. “A low-interest loan? Did you talk her into buying an interest in the bar? What, Emmett?”

			Emmett’s hands clenched at his sides. He wanted to explain everything to her, to calm her down, but she wasn’t listening. It was just like when they first clashed over the noise at the bar. Every word out of her mouth made him want to dig his heels in further and further. “It’s none of those things, I swear. Just sit down, take a breath and I’ll tell you the whole story.”

			Maddie narrowed her eyes at him, making no move to sit or relax.

			Okay, fine. “I’ll admit there are things I kept from you, Maddie, but there are parts of my life that no one knows about. If I told you, I’d have risked everyone in town learning the truth.”

			“You don’t think you can trust me to keep a secret?”

			“I didn’t know if I could or not.”

			“What could be so terrible that you had to hide it from everyone, including me? Do you have some kind of criminal past? Are you on the run from the cops?”

			“No,” he insisted. “It’s nothing bad. Why do you always think the worst of people? You seem to have believed that I’m a criminal from the beginning and you’re using the flimsiest of evidence to make that conclusion. My first brush with the law came the same day yours did, Maddie. I’m not running from the law and I’m not trying to swindle your grandmother. As a matter of fact, I don’t need your grandmother’s money, okay?”

			Maddie snorted and crossed her arms over her chest in contempt. She had made up her mind and nothing he said was going to convince her that she was wrong. That look was back on her face—the tight lips, the arched, disbelieving eyebrows, and slightly upturned nose. It was that smug, holier-than-thou expression that made him grit his teeth and do anything to aggravate her. Emmett was on the verge of telling her the truth, of letting his secret out, as much as it pained him, but now he was beginning to wonder if she was worth the sacrifice. He thought so, but if she could turn so quickly on him, he might’ve misjudged her.

			“There you go again,” Emmett said. “You think you know so much, but you don’t know anything, Fancy Pants. I must not know much, either, because I thought that you and I were really making progress. I thought that someday we might . . .” His voice trailed off, unable to finish what he wanted to say.

			“Don’t give me that wistful romantic crap,” Maddie snapped. “You’re just like all the other guys who saw me standing around looking lonely with a giant target on my chest. I’m nothing but a means to an end, a way to get to my family and everything they can offer you. I thought you were different, but you’re just another Joel with a surfer’s veneer.”

			“You’re comparing me to the guy who drugged you and tried to rape you?” Emmett shouted. “Are you kidding me?” He ran his fingers through his wet hair. This wasn’t even close, but her reflex to not trust men was stronger than her common sense. “You know what? Forget it. Forget this whole thing.”

			Her eyes flickered with a painful emotion that quickly faded. Her arrogant expression returned, projecting to him and anyone else that she didn’t care what the unwashed masses thought of her. “Go ahead, break it off now. You got what you wanted.” She held up the check mockingly.

			“You know, if you have that little faith in me—in us—then our whole relationship is just a ruse. Everything that’s happened over the last month is nothing but forced proximity at work.”

			“You’re right. I fell for your smile and your charms, but my first instincts to stay away from you were right. You were just out to use me and get back at me for calling the cops and getting you in all that trouble.”

			Emmett took another deep breath to try and calm himself and keep from saying something he would regret, but it wasn’t helping. She wanted to play hardball? Then he’d play. “You know,” he said in a scathing tone, “for someone who practically lives off the money her family gives her, you don’t have a lot of room to talk.”

			Her blue eyes grew wide with aggravation and surprise. “Excuse me?”

			“You heard me,” he snapped bitterly. “If it wasn’t for Mommy and Daddy and Granny, you’d be living in a cheap-ass apartment behind the sporting goods store and scanning groceries at the Piggly Wiggly.”

			By this point, she’d damn near developed a nervous twitch. “That’s not true,” she said with nearly a wince of pain.

			“Oh yeah?” Emmett challenged, ignoring her. “Who paid for your schooling in Paris? Or that Mercedes? Who paid for the bakery and all your fancy, frilly renovations? Who gave you the down payment and cosigned for that Victorian house you call home? Admit it,” he said. “You’re less worried about being used than you are about someone else putting their hand in your private golden honeypot.”

			Her face had turned a mottled red, running down her neck and around her ears. She was so angry; she seemed as though she’d nearly lost her grasp of English. She sputtered and stumbled through a response, finally looking as though she were about to go primal and just roar at him. “How dare you!”

			Her anger just fueled his words. He laughed at her frustration. She wasn’t used to being challenged or having someone force her to look in the mirror. It wasn’t pretty. “You know what, Fancy Pants? I dare. I dare because I don’t give a shit about your family and their money. I don’t care about how important they think they are or how paranoid they can be about people just wanting to use them. I say what I want because I don’t need them or you to condone my life and make me feel like I contribute.”

			He wanted to shout the truth at her now. That he could buy and sell her. That even if that check were going to him and not into her grandmother’s investment account, he didn’t need a dime of it from her or anyone else. He didn’t even need the money from the bar; it just gave him something to do and some business expenses to keep the IRS from eating him alive. He would’ve happily paid those five-hundred-dollar noise fines until she was blue in the face because it didn’t mean a damn thing to him.

			But he wouldn’t tell her. If she couldn’t love, trust, and accept him as a broke bartender, she didn’t deserve to know he was rich. Or that he was dumb enough to have fallen in love with her.

			Maddie had no response. She stood, searching for words, and when she couldn’t find them, took it out on the check. She tore it into twenty pieces, tossing them in the air before she marched out of his apartment and slammed the door.

			Damn it, he thought as he listened to her stomp down the stairs. Not only had all this not gone the way he’d planned, but Adelia was going to be pissed that she had to get another check written. Now he had two angry Chamberlain women on his hands.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			An unexpected knock at the door startled Maddie out of her thoughts. She was sitting at her desk trying to wade through the bakery bookkeeping she’d ignored these last few weeks while she’d spent time with Emmett. It’d been a week since they broke up and now that all that was over, she had a mountain of receipts and other paperwork to deal with. It was hard enough when she stayed on top of it. She was no mathematician, but with her business finance software, she could keep her arms around it.

			Today, she couldn’t focus. The visitor at the door was just the latest in a string of interruptions she’d allowed because she didn’t really want to deal with any of this. Her head was somewhere else, running over that fight with Emmett again and again. Something about it wasn’t right. Something about the look in Emmett’s eyes when she hurled insults at him haunted her. There was a mix of betrayal, fear, and then the anger came in and she watched him completely shut down. That was her fault. She’d pushed too far and let her own hang-ups get in the way. Now, all she could do was worry about bookkeeping and try not to think about how she may have ruined something really special.

			With a sigh, she sat a cupcake paperweight on the crinkled and precarious stack of receipts and went to the front door. It was late afternoon on a Sunday, the time of day usually reserved for watching football, taking naps, or cleaning up after Sunday supper. She couldn’t fathom who would be stopping by her house at this hour.

			She opened the door to find her grandmother standing there. She was still dressed up in the light blue suit she’d likely worn to church that morning. Her pocketbook was resting on her forearm, a tiny powder-blue pillbox hat sitting stylishly askew on her head. There was also a concerned frown on her face and that was what made Maddie’s stomach start to ache with worry.

			“Granny,” Maddie said, trying to sound excited.

			“You’ve missed two Sunday suppers in a row,” Adelia said, stepping into the house and pushing Maddie aside to enter her formal living room. She chose a wingback chair to sit in and looked at her granddaughter expectantly.

			Maddie knew her cue. She was a properly raised southern woman after all. “Can I offer you something to drink? Something to eat?”

			“Something warm to drink would be lovely. It’s certainly November now. Quite chilly outside today.”

			Maddie nodded and went into the kitchen. She made a pot of English breakfast tea and paired it with a plate of orange jasmine scones.

			She returned to the living room, pouring them both a cup of tea. “I’m sorry about supper, Granny. I’m just not quite ready to face everyone after what happened on Halloween.”

			“Why?” her grandmother snapped. “Nothing happened to you, from what I can gather.”

			Maddie frowned and hid it quickly with a sip of tea. It felt like something had happened to her. She’d been lied to by her father and had a brother she didn’t know about. “Not directly,” she admitted. “But Daddy did something terrible to Mama, and I didn’t want to be around to watch their marriage fall apart. I’m not ready to hear Daddy try to apologize to me or the other kids, either.”

			Adelia Chamberlain snorted indelicately. “Do you think your father is going to apologize to anyone? He is many things, but self-aware is not one of them. I doubt he sees that he’s done anything wrong in the situation with Logan. The child was conceived before he married Helen, so he won’t allow her to be angry with him. He probably believes that keeping the secret was the noble thing to do, protecting you kids.”

			“I doubt Logan would agree with that assessment.”

			“No, I very much doubt that as well. But again, none of this is about you. Yes, your father lied to you while protecting his secret, but that’s hardly the end of the world. So tell me the truth about why you haven’t been to the house. There has to be more to it than that.”

			There was. Really, the breakup with Emmett had been what had kept her in the house this week. She didn’t want to talk about that, though. Her grandmother had played an unwitting role in that debacle and she’d rather Granny not know about it. “I’m just not feeling very sociable, Granny.”

			“I hear you’re also not feeling much like serving your remaining community service. You missed Wednesday and Judge Griffin told me that if you didn’t show up Saturday, you’d be facing contempt charges and he’d issue a warrant for your arrest. Did you go yesterday?”

			Maddie shoved a dry bit of scone into her mouth to prolong her answer. When she finally chewed and swallowed, chasing it with a sip of tea, she had to shake her head. “No, I didn’t.” Not because she didn’t value the local government or feel like she’d served the price for her time. She simply hadn’t wanted to spend all those hours alone with Emmett. Not after their blowup last week. She’d rather get arrested than deal with that right now.

			“Something happened with you and Emmett,” her grandmother said. “I can tell. What did you do?”

			“Me?” Maddie said with a near-hysterical edge to her voice. “Why is it that you assume I was the one who did something wrong? And anyway, since when do you know Emmett so well as to take his side on anything?”

			Adelia sighed and sat back against the plush cushions of the chair. “My dear, there are a great many things you don’t know about me and your Emmett.”

			“Like what?” Maddie challenged. “Like how you’re giving him loads of money?”

			Adelia’s white brows went up in surprise, but she recovered quickly. “I told you he was lining your mother’s closet with cedar.”

			“Try again, Granny. He told me that wasn’t true and the check I saw was for a hell of a lot more money than a cedar closet upgrade.”

			“Ah,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “I was wondering what had tipped you off.”

			“That wasn’t the only thing. If the story about the closet is a lie, why did you sneak into Woody’s that afternoon? What was that about?”

			Her grandmother narrowed her gaze at Maddie. “I should just tell you that I was visiting for a little afternoon delight. That would certainly shut down the questions, wouldn’t it?”

			Maddie winced. “Granny, please. I don’t want to even think about the idea that you two were . . . ugh.”

			“Relax, Maddie. I’m not paying good money for afternoons with your man.”

			“Emmett is not my man,” she said a touch too quickly. Her grandmother pinned her with her sharp gaze for a moment and Maddie felt the tears well up. Her granny could see right through her, whether she was a seven-year-old lying about taking a brooch from her jewelry box or a twenty-seven-year-old bottling up all her feelings about Emmett.

			“I like Emmett Sawyer,” Adelia said. “I’ve known him a long time, and I’ve always thought he was a good man. When he moved here to Rosewood, I began to wonder if he wouldn’t be a good match for you.”

			“Wait,” Maddie interrupted, wiping her cheek. “You knew Emmett before he came to Rosewood?”

			“Yes,” she replied, but failed to give Maddie the information she was craving at this point. Emmett never talked about his life in Florida. The fact that her granny knew him back then was intriguing. It also complicated everything.

			“When you chose the house right across the street from Emmett’s bar, I was certain this was fate bringing you two together. A shouting match ensued, of course, because you’re both such strong personalities, but even that gave way in time.”

			“After we ended up in court, yeah,” Maddie said. “Granny, did you even talk to Judge Griffin? You said you were going to talk to him about me before we went to the courthouse.”

			“Yes, and I did speak with him.”

			“It didn’t seem like it,” Maddie noted. “I was expecting him to take my side in the case or, at the very least, sentence me to a less harsh judgment. And less time with Emmett.”

			“Ah, well, you see, that part of the punishment was actually my idea.”

			“What?”

			Adelia shrugged off Maddie’s shriek. “You told me to talk to Judge Griffin. You never said anything about talking him into reducing or commuting your sentence. Both of us were stumped on how best to put an end to the nonsense. Forcing you to work together for the greater good was the perfect solution. I think it worked well. You two stopped fighting and really seemed to hit it off. I was expecting you two to last longer than your sentence, to be honest.”

			Maddie looked down at her hands resting in her lap. “So did I,” she admitted. “But he was keeping things from me. What was all that money about, Granny?”

			Adelia sat forward and watched her granddaughter with a thoughtful expression. “First, tell me honestly how you feel about Emmett.”

			“How I feel? Well, before the Halloween fallout, I felt really good about us. He was the first man in a long time who really seemed to see me. He made me want to be a better person. For the first time, all the things I thought were important in a man I dated, like money and a successful career, seemed silly. He made me start to believe that someone could love me for me, not for who I am or what my family could do for him. I started to think that maybe I was falling in love with him, but I was wrong. I think that’s what made it hurt that much worse when I found out he was lying to me. I thought I could trust him, but the moment I let my guard down, I found he’s just like the others.”

			“What makes you think that? The check you found?”

			“Yes. I asked him about it and he wouldn’t answer me. I accused him of using me to get to you.”

			“And what did he say about that?”

			Maddie opened her mouth, but then found she didn’t know. She’d been in such a red rage, she’d barely listened to a word he said until he started hurling insults at her. “He denied it, I think, but I wouldn’t listen. Then it turned into a verbal brawl and we both said terrible things.”

			“He’s more stubborn than I thought,” Adelia noted. “I thought for sure that if he was pushed hard enough, he’d tell you the truth.”

			“The truth about what?”

			Adelia sighed. “That is not something I can tell you. Only Emmett can do that. But what I can do is assure you that Emmett is not after your money, dear.”

			Maddie felt her heart start to soar in her chest. Could it really be true? She wanted it to be, but she was so uncertain. “How do you know that?”

			“Because he works for me and has for a very long time. I’m the one who told him about the bar and suggested he move to Rosewood when he was looking for a change of pace. That check you tore up—which I had to get replaced, by the way—wasn’t anything nefarious at all. Your earlier instincts about Emmett were spot-on. He’s a good person, and I think he genuinely cares about you.”

			Maddie shook her head, her doubts creeping in again. If he cared about her the way she said, why didn’t he just tell her the truth? “You say that, Granny, but how can I know it for sure while he keeps secrets from me?”

			“Sometimes you just have to follow your heart and take a leap of faith. You’ve been hurt before and I know it’s hard, but I think this is a risk worth taking.” Her grandmother reached for her purse and stood up. “This was a lovely chat, but I’d better be going. I expect to see you next week at supper.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Are you headed back to the house?”

			“No, I’m going to the bar.”

			Maddie’s nose wrinkled. “Really?”

			“Yes. For one thing, I’ve got to take Emmett the new check. And for another, I’ve got a hankering for a nice, dark lager. See you next week, dear.”
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			Logan wandered into Woody’s on a quiet Tuesday night. Emmett was surprised to look up and see the reclusive lawyer sitting at the bar. He hadn’t been at the Halloween festival, but there was no doubt he knew what happened. Emmett figured he’d been hiding out until things settled down.

			“Hey, Logan,” Emmett said, turning to face his customer. “Can I get you something to drink?”

			“Scotch. Neat,” Logan said.

			“That good, huh?”

			Logan shook his head. “I doubt it’s even that good, but I don’t want to crawl home on my hands and knees.”

			“Fair enough.” Emmett poured Logan’s drink and set it down on a paper napkin in front of him. “How’s the fallout been?” he asked. To be honest, Emmett hadn’t really kept up with it. He’d been more focused on his own life and how it had suddenly gone awry.

			“Surprisingly negligible,” Logan said. “I guess in my mind I had thought that a scandal like this would actually hurt Norman Chamberlain’s reputation, but he seems to be made of Teflon. Nothing sticks.”

			“How did you find out about it?”

			“Grant and Pepper came by the house after the video clip aired. I kind of held my breath waiting for something to happen, but nothing really did.”

			“Really?”

			Logan shrugged. “Well, Blake and Simon came by the house to see me. They seem to be taking the news okay. They apologized on their father’s behalf, and like Grant, told me they wanted to build a relationship with me. A few people have pulled my mother aside at church or in the grocery store and told her how bad they felt about Norman’s treatment of her. But that’s about it.”

			“Norman hasn’t shown up to see you, has he?”

			Logan nearly snorted his sip of scotch. “No. I don’t imagine that he will, either. He probably knows that if he waits long enough, people will forget or not care.”

			“I know it’s disappointing for you, but it’s probably disappointing to Lydia, too. I imagine she was hoping that clip would cause an embarrassment to the family. Maddie seemed to think that she was trying to settle the score for what happened with Ivy.”

			“I wasn’t surprised. I should’ve known something like this was going to happen when Grant and I saw her with her phone. It was just a matter of when, not if, she’d expose it. It was a perfect opportunity, really. How is Maddie taking all this? Lydia was her best friend, wasn’t she?”

			Emmett sighed and leaned against the back counter of the bar. Crossing his arms over his chest, he said, “I don’t know. I know she was really upset Halloween night. But we broke up the next day and I haven’t spoken to her since then.”

			Logan’s brows went up in surprise, his blue eyes widening and bringing to mind Maddie’s own baby blues. “That’s a shame. I thought things were going well for both of you. What happened?”

			“Stupidity,” Emmett said. When he got down to the core of it, that’s what it was. “Stupidity and stubbornness. She found out I was lying to her and she didn’t take too kindly to it.”

			“Why did you lie?”

			Emmett thought he knew the answer, but when he went to tell Logan, it eluded him. “I don’t know. When I first came to Rosewood, I just wanted to fly under the radar. I didn’t want anyone to treat me differently.”

			“Why would they? Are you a runaway prince in hiding or something?”

			Emmett snorted. “No. I just used to live a different life—a lucrative one that tended to draw the wrong kind of attention from women who wanted more to do with my money than me. When I started over, I was just Emmett, the cool guy who owned the bar. Maddie made me so crazy because she reminded me of those fancy women. There was something different about her, though, a spark of someone I wanted to know better. And I wanted Maddie to want me for me. I guess I was being a chicken shit. I thought if she knew the truth, things would change between us. That she’d expect me to change.”

			Logan narrowed his gaze at Emmett. “Wait a minute . . . you broke up with Maddie because you were afraid she’d find out you were rich and you’d break up?”

			Emmett frowned. “It sounds stupid when you say it like that.”

			“Well,” Logan said, “I can tell you from personal experience that lies don’t help anything. You might think that keeping something from someone is better, that you’re protecting them, or yourself, but it just makes it worse. Why didn’t you just tell her the truth when she pushed you?”

			That was the question Emmett had asked himself repeatedly over the last week. He hadn’t come up with a satisfactory answer yet. “Because she made me mad. She jumped to conclusions, assuming the worst and not listening to anything I had to say. Instead of fessing up and ending the argument, I accused her of being hypocritical and greedy.”

			“So, you fell on your sword instead of telling the truth, but you just spilled it to me without much provocation. Does that mean you’ve changed your mind?”

			“You mean this conversation isn’t protected under lawyer-client privilege?”

			“Well, you’re not my client. I didn’t have you fill out any paperwork or even charge you before, but heck, now that I know you’re rich, I’ll gladly take a retainer to keep that information to myself.”

			“Eh,” Emmett muttered dismissively. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to keep the secret much longer. I can’t keep lying to everyone, especially Maddie. If this town can overlook Norman Chamberlain’s secret love child, I think that finding out I’m a secret millionaire will be a nonissue.”

			“I don’t know,” Logan said. “The Chamberlains get away with a lot more than us normal folk.”

			“I’m in love with a Chamberlain. Does that count for anything?”

			Logan’s eyes widened in surprise and Emmett realized what he’d just said. “Wow. You just went there.”

			Emmett sighed and leaned his palms on the countertop. “I guess I did.” He felt better for it, too. It was like a weight had been lifted from his chest by letting it out. It’d been a long time since he’d considered something that serious with a woman, but he knew that Maddie was different. He may not have meant to say it, or even realized it before he did, but it was true.

			“And if I do love her, I can’t lie to her anymore. She needs to know the truth. If she’s really the woman I fell for, it won’t change anything when she finds out the truth about my money. Right?”

			Logan raised his hands in surrender. “I don’t know. I’m no relationship expert by a long shot. But in my book, you can’t go wrong with telling the truth. Even if you and Maddie don’t get back together, it’ll be one less worry on your mind.”

			He knew Logan was right. He had to figure out the right way to go about this. Over the last few weeks, Maddie had gone through such a transformation. She’d started as a spoiled brat who grated on his nerves and now she was a woman he couldn’t stop thinking about.

			But why would she listen to him after the way he treated her?

			“I don’t think she’ll want to see me,” Emmett said. “I don’t want to go to the bakery and put her on the spot with customers around, but I’m not sure how else to get her to talk to me.”

			“You need a grand gesture,” Logan said. “Like in the movies. Something that shows you’re serious and you’re willing to do something crazy to convince her of the truth, even if it means facing your fears or looking like a fool.”

			Facing his fears? Emmett realized what he had to do in that moment, as conflicted as he was about it. His stomach ached with dread even as the plan started to formulate in his mind. “Perfect,” he said aloud with a smile crossing his face.

			Now, all he needed was a can of spray paint, good weather, and all the nerves he could gather.
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			The front door chimed and Maddie had to remind herself to go out front. Usually, Gertie was watching the counter, but today she’d asked for the afternoon off to study for a geometry test tomorrow.

			Maddie wiped off her hands and went out into the shop, stopping short as she saw her father standing at the bakery case.

			“Hey, sugar,” he said with a smile that normally would’ve sent her running into his arms for a big hug.

			“Hey, Daddy.” Maddie moved behind the counter, keeping the glass case between them.

			Norman didn’t bother to push the issue. “The shop looks wonderful. You’ve done an amazing job with it over the summer.”

			Normally, she would’ve basked in his praise, but not today. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

			“I noticed you haven’t been to Sunday dinner lately.”

			She crossed her arms protectively over her chest. “Granny already yelled at me, so no need for you to do it, too.”

			“I’d never yell at you, sugar. You’re my little girl.” He repeated his pet name for her, weakening her resolve, but she gripped the counter to stay put. “I’ve made a point to talk to all the kids about what happened on Halloween. Since you haven’t been by the house, you’re the last one I need to talk to. I know finding out about Logan like that was probably a shock to all of you.”

			“But not to you, right?” she challenged.

			Norman sighed and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “No, I knew. I’m not proud of it, Maddie. I didn’t handle the situation well at all, and once I realized that, it was too late to do anything about it. Kate had married Vince Anthony and everyone believed Logan was his son. To come out and announce otherwise would’ve been more hurtful than helpful. So I kept my distance.”

			Very noble of him. “And how does Mama feel about all this?”

			Norman’s lips tightened for a moment. “Your mama understands that all this happened before we got married. She’s not pleased about me keeping it from her or the fact that it surfaced as a scandal for the family, of course, but we’ll weather this storm like any other.”

			Maddie didn’t know what to say to that. Her mother obviously had reasons for sticking with her father through this, but she didn’t know what those could be.

			“Aren’t you going to say something?” Norman pressed.

			“What do you want me to say, Daddy? That I forgive you? I’m not the one to give you absolution. And even if I were, I don’t know that I could. You’ve been the most important man in my life since I was a baby. Through everything that has happened over the years with Joel and other guys, you were the one man who I trusted completely. But I was doing better. My relationship with Emmett was going really well, and I thought that he might be another man who I could love and trust. But I turned on him. I accused him of terrible things because I didn’t know how to deal with the fact that you’d lied to me, to everyone, about something so important. If I couldn’t trust you, how could Emmett be any different? He had to be lying just like all the other men in my life. I ruined what we had because of you.”

			“Maddie, I—”

			“No,” she interrupted. “Just don’t. What’s important is that I realize I was wrong about Emmett. He deserves my trust and if he’ll have me back, I’m going to give it to him and more. But I’m not sure where I stand with you. Mama might have forgiven you, but it’s going to take some time for me to come to terms with all this. I do know I’m not going to be Daddy’s little girl anymore, though. I want to be Emmett’s girl. Maybe someday even Emmett’s wife. And when I am, I’ll sleep better than Mama ever has.”

			There. She said it. It was like a weight was lifted from her shoulders. Maddie hadn’t been certain she could get the words out, and if she hadn’t had Emmett in her life, she probably would’ve accepted her father’s apology and went on like nothing happened. But she knew better now, and she was thankful for that. Not every man was a cheat or a liar like her father. Not every man wanted to take advantage of her like Joel. That hope made her bolder.

			“I understand,” Norman said at last. “Take your time and know that I’m here if you want to talk about anything. Will I see you at dinner this Sunday?”

			Maddie nodded.

			“Okay. I’ll see you then.” Norman didn’t push for a hug. He raised his hand to wave good-bye and slipped out of the shop.

			She watched him leave the shop, letting the breath out of her lungs as the door clicked shut behind him. Maddie knew she had two painful discussions ahead of her. One was done. That just left Emmett. If only she knew how to even begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			“Do you really think defacing public property is the way to my sister’s heart?” Grant shouted. “I mean, you two seemed to hit it off, but as her brother, this is not the tactic I would’ve recommended.”

			Emmett clung to the rickety metal ladder he was climbing, looking down at Grant and realizing he was only six feet off the ground. “I brought you with me so you can call an ambulance if I fall,” he said. “Not for your opinion.”

			“Okay,” Grant said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Of course, it’s not dangerous to buy jewelry or flowers. That’s what most guys would’ve done.”

			“What did you do to win Pepper back?” Emmett challenged.

			“I pulled her from a burning building and saved her life. Flowers would’ve been less dangerous, though, and probably just as effective if I’d given them to her before her house burned down. What gave you the idea to do this anyway?”

			Emmett climbed up two more rungs. “When we had to repaint the water tower, she told me that she’d never had a boy declare his love for her up here. I know it sounds stupid, but that’s what I want to do. I want the whole town to know how I feel about Maddie.”

			“But you’re afraid of heights.”

			Emmett climbed another rung with a white-knuckled grip. “I am very aware of that. That’s what makes the gesture extra special.”

			“What am I supposed to tell the cops if they come by?”

			“Tell them they can arrest me when I get back down. Now, hush, so I can get up here and get this done.”

			Focusing on each rung, Emmett climbed higher and higher. Last time, he told himself that if he survived climbing this thing, he’d never come up here ever again. And here he was, four weeks later, with a backpack of spray paint. He was too high to look down or talk to Grant any longer. All he could do was keep going and eventually he’d reach the top.

			He breathed a sigh of relief once he spied the metal platform. Climbing onto it, he stepped away from the ladder and circled the tower looking for the right spot. He had to focus and not look around, or he’d start panicking and never get this done.

			The water tower was visible from the bakery’s front window. If he planned this right, Maddie would be able to see it at the shop. He’d given Gertie twenty bucks to watch for it and make sure Maddie saw it before she left for the day. Grant had been right, jewelry and flowers were good, and he had flowers at the ready, but he needed the water tower to lure her here so he could give them to her.

			Emmett slipped out of his backpack and pulled out two cans of hot-pink spray paint. The shade was a little darker than the one she used at the bakery, but a pastel wouldn’t show up as well from a distance. He wanted everyone to see this.

			Shaking a can, he pulled off the lid and started. It took him a few sprays to get the right distance so it didn’t drip but had a solid line. It wasn’t as easy as he thought. For what it was worth, Clark had done a decent job. His paintings were vulgar, but they were well done.

			By the time he finished his name, he had it figured out. Below it, he wrote the word “Loves” with a heart for the “o.” Then he finished with Maddie’s name. It was a sizable declaration, the letters tall and bold to stand out against the white background. His handwriting was never the greatest, and this close it was hard to tell, but he thought it looked pretty good. For romantic vandalism, at the least.

			Emmett slipped the paint back into his bag and pulled his phone out. He texted Gertie to let her know he was done, and then waited to see what would happen next.
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			“Ugh. I was going to use my coupon to get a cookie, but I’ve changed my mind. I’m not eating anything Gertie the Ghost touched.”

			Maddie had been in the midst of washing pans when the snotty voice from the front of the shop caught her attention. She dropped one back into the water and dried her hands off on a towel. She went out to the front of the shop, where she found Gertie standing by the register, looking even more pale than usual. Three other teenage girls were huddling in front of the bakery case, snickering. They all straightened up when they saw Maddie.

			“Can I help you?” she asked them in a sharp tone.

			The brunette ringleader of the group piped up. “I’d like a white-chocolate-raspberry-cheesecake bar,” she said, thrusting out her coupon.

			That’s when Maddie recognized her. She was Principal Everett’s daughter. No wonder she thought she could get away with anything. Well, not in her bakery. She wasn’t letting anyone mistreat Gertie in her presence. “We’re out of those,” she said.

			The Everett girl looked down at the case and frowned. “I see them right there.”

			“I’m sorry, I misspoke. I’m not selling you one. Actually, I’m not selling you or any of your little cronies a single thing.”

			The girl’s eyes grew wide with surprise. “Excuse me?”

			If Maddie had addressed a grown-up with that attitude at her age, her mama would’ve smacked the smirk right off her face. No “please,” no “ma’am.” “You all get out of this shop and I don’t want to see you in here again until you’ve apologized to Gertie and mean it.”

			“Come on, Kasey. Let’s just go,” one of the other girls said.

			“No,” Kasey said, her arms folded across her chest. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

			Maddie smiled sweetly, taking a step forward that caused the other girls to step back. “You’re right. I can’t tell you what to do. But your mama can. I can’t wait to tell her how disrespectful you’ve been today to me and my employee. Do you think you’re going to get to go to the Christmas formal when she finds out what an absolute brat you’ve been in my shop?”

			For the first time, there was a flicker of fear in Kasey’s eyes. Maddie wasn’t a fool. The Christmas formal was a huge deal for the kids in Rosewood, especially for a popular little princess like Kasey.

			“Now apologize, or get out of my shop right now.”

			The other two girls backed toward the door. “Sorry, Gertie. Sorry, Miss Madelyn,” they said in unison and slipped out the door.

			Kasey stood her ground for a moment, her nose upturned. Stubborn as ever, she finally walked out of the shop without apologizing. She probably thought Maddie was bluffing.

			Maddie joined Gertie at the front window as they watched the girls walk away. She hugged the girl to her side. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah. That’s how those girls always are. Are you really going to call her mom?” she asked.

			“You betcha. Unless you don’t want me to. I don’t want to make life harder on you.”

			Gertie shrugged. “Eh, go ahead. I’d like Kasey to squirm for a change. I’m not going to the dance, so there’s no risk of this turning into Carrie or something.”

			“Okay.” Maddie made a point to call the school the next day. She’d let Kasey stew overnight waiting for the hammer to fall.

			“Why don’t you go on home, Maddie?” Gertie asked. “I can handle the shop for the rest of the afternoon.”

			“What if they come back?”

			“They won’t. You deserve a break. You’ve been working hard lately.”

			That’s because working gave her brain something to focus on. Baking, cleaning, planning . . . it was the only thing that distracted her from the mistake she’d made with Emmett. She knew she needed to talk to him, to say something, but she couldn’t work up the nerve. It was easier to apologize to Pepper and stand up to her father than it was to go to Emmett and face the risk that he wouldn’t accept her apology.

			“I have a business to run,” she said instead. “To run it, I have to be here. We’ve been super busy since the Halloween coupons went out.”

			They had been, that wasn’t just an excuse. They’d already cashed in half the coupons she’d distributed. She was thrilled with the results, and it had kept the shop hopping the last week and a half, even if it had also brought in the snotty Miss Kasey.

			“I thought that’s why you hired me. So you could have a life and not spend every waking minute in this shop.”

			“I hired you because I got arrested and had to have someone watch the shop while I paid my debt to society.” A debt she hadn’t finished paying, actually. She needed to go to the courthouse and talk to the clerk about rescheduling her last two service appointments. She just hoped that Emmett had completed his last two sessions without her, so she could do it alone and be done with it.

			Gertie didn’t seem to be buying Maddie’s story. Was she that transparent that a sixteen-year-old could see what she was desperately trying to hide?

			“I’m more than capable of managing the shop and closing up tonight. Get out of here and get some rest.”

			“I don’t need rest,” she said, which was true. The bar had been blissfully quiet lately. She took a nerve pill before bed to stop her brain from spinning, and she’d slept like a rock all week. She’d even gotten nine hours of sleep one night, although most of the time she’d been plagued by dreams of Emmett. She needed anything but rest.

			“Then go do something fun. Look outside,” Gertie said, gesturing toward the display window. “It’s a beautiful fall day. The air is cool and crisp, the last of the leaves are falling. You could drive out to the orchard and pick apples for turnovers. Or you could go by the Tylers’ Pumpkin Patch and pick up some baking pumpkins so we can get a head start on our Thanksgiving pie orders. Anything but staying in here all day. You should get out there and enjoy some of it before winter comes and it’s nothing but cold, dreary days for months.”

			Gertie was certainly feeling self-assured today. Perhaps seeing Kasey knocked down a peg had boosted her spirits. With a sigh, Maddie went over to the window and looked out. It was a nice day out. Maybe a walk around the square would do her some good.

			“Okay, I—” Maddie paused midsentence. “Looks like someone vandalized the water tower again. I thought Clark had given up.”

			Gertie came up beside her, looking up at the tower. “That’s not Clark’s handiwork. Read it.”

			Maddie narrowed her eyes to squint at the letters. It was over three blocks away and hard to read at such a distance, but once it came into focus, her heart stuttered in her chest.

			Emmett

			L♥ves

			Maddie

			She gasped, her hand covering her mouth. “Gertie, does that say what I think it says?”

			Gertie grinned. “It does. And look, the culprit is still up there.”

			To the side, Maddie could see a dark figure against the white background. It was impossible. There was no way Emmett would climb to the top of the water tower to do that. He’d been petrified the day they went up there. He spent the whole afternoon crouching down and clinging to the railing for dear life. She thought she’d never get him back down the ladder.

			“Wait,” Maddie said, running into the back room and finding the binoculars where she’d stashed them. She returned to the window and looked up at the water tower with enhanced eyes. Emmett was standing there, waving in her direction. She didn’t think it could be true, but there he was. He’d climbed that water tower for her. After everything she’d said, and all the horrible accusations she’d made.

			“You’re right, Gertie. I think you can handle things.” Maddie frantically fidgeted with the bow on her apron, anxious to shed it before she ran out of the shop.

			Gertie finally stepped in to help her with the last knot. She snatched away the apron. “Go get ’em, tiger.”

			Maddie ran to the door and stopped short. “How do I look?”

			“You look fine. Go!”

			Maddie threw open the door and started running toward the water tower. She waved at Emmett, shouting his name as she dashed across the lawn of the courthouse. She was about to cross Main Street when a car stopped short at the intersection.

			Not just any car. Sheriff Todd’s car. Maddie halted in the crosswalk so he could go on by, but he didn’t budge. Then the door opened and the sheriff got out. Uh-oh.

			“Miss Chamberlain?”

			Maddie looked anxiously from the sheriff to the water tower. “Yes, Sheriff Todd?”

			He sighed and closed the gap between them. “I hate to do this, but I’ve got to.”

			Maddie stiffened. “Hate to do what?” That’s when she saw the handcuffs come out. “Oh no. Sheriff Todd, please, you don’t understand.”

			“I understand. I understand that you didn’t show up for all your required service and you’re in contempt. Why didn’t you complete your sentence, Maddie? Judge Griffin doesn’t mess around. There’s a warrant out for your arrest. I’ve deliberately not sought you out in the hopes you’d get it cleared up before I ran across you. But here you are, and I can’t ignore it any longer. I’ve got to take you to the station and book you for failure to appear.”

			He reached for her wrist. “You have the right to remain silent . . .” he began.

			Maddie couldn’t fight it. It would just make things worse. But why now? Why when she was about to rush into Emmett’s arms and make everything better. She looked up longingly at the water tower. Emmett wasn’t standing there any longer. The moment had passed. The sheriff finished her Miranda warning.

			“Do you understand these rights as I’ve explained them to you?”

			“Yes,” she said reluctantly as he hustled her toward his car. He opened the back door and helped her inside. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” she shouted at the Fates as he slammed the door.

			“Nope,” the sheriff said as he climbed in the driver’s seat and started toward the station. “I never kid about warrants.”
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			Emmett’s plan was going perfectly. He watched the bakery anxiously from his perch. His heart leapt into his throat as Maddie came running from her shop, waving her hands. It’d worked. She would forgive him. She was in love with him, too. All he had to do was meet her at the bottom of the water tower and tell her he was sorry and everything would work out.

			Then the cop car stopped in Maddie’s path. Emmett clutched the railing, watching anxiously as Sheriff Todd talked to Maddie, then led her to the car in handcuffs.

			Okay, so the plan wasn’t going perfectly. He needed to get down. Now.

			Emmett slung on his backpack and cautiously approached the ladder. He clung to it, going down at a painfully slow pace. It was easier to go up, even when every step took him closer to terra firma. He was almost to the bottom when he heard Grant shout at him.

			“Did it work?”

			“Yes!” Five more rungs. Four. Three.

			“Is she coming?”

			“No.” Two. One. Grass. Emmett breathed a heavy sigh of relief. He turned to Grant with hands shaky from the rush of adrenaline in his veins. “I mean, she was. But she got arrested. I’ve got to get to the police station.”

			“Arrested? Again?”

			“Yes.” Emmett started jogging down Rosewood Avenue with Grant by his side. “She didn’t show for community service last week. Probably because of our fight. The judge must not have taken very kindly to that.”

			“You two are a mess, you know that, right?”

			They rounded the corner of Magnolia Way in time to see the sheriff escort Maddie inside.

			“Good luck,” Grant said, slapping him on the back. “Nothing says I love you like paying someone’s bail.”

			Emmett carried on without him. He hadn’t been back to the police station since they’d both been arrested. It had been dawn before and relatively quiet, but today the station was busier. He went up to the front desk to speak to the woman there.

			“I’m here about Madelyn Chamberlain,” he said, nearly out of breath from running to the station. “I want to pay her bail.”

			The woman’s dark eyebrow went up in amusement. “Rich people are sure on the ball. She hasn’t even been booked yet. You’ll have to wait over there,” she said, gesturing to a couple of hard wooden chairs. “I’ll let Sheriff Todd know you’re here. What’s the name?”

			“Emmett Sawyer.”

			“Okay.” She made a note and disappeared back into the room where he’d been taken previously while Simon typed up their arrest report.

			It was an hour, at least, before Sheriff Todd came up front with an amused expression on his face. “You’re here for Maddie, right?”

			Emmett leapt to his feet. “Yes, sir.”

			“I’m still processing the paperwork, but you can come sit with her until it’s ready. She’s in holding right now.”

			Holding? As they got closer, Emmett realized that the sheriff had put Maddie in a cell. When they buzzed through the last door, he saw her standing there, clutching the bars anxiously.

			“Emmett!” she shouted when she saw him. Her face lit up and he could feel the surge of emotions in his gut.

			“Stay here until I come back for you both,” the sheriff said, disappearing down the hallway.

			The minute he was gone, Emmett rushed to the steel bars. He reached through to caress Maddie’s face. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” she said, with glassy tears in her eyes. “I’m so stupid. I ruined this whole thing. I was going to meet you at the water tower to tell you how sorry I was and that I love you, and the next thing I know, I’m in handcuffs a third time.” She shook her head. “If I never get arrested again, it’ll be too soon.”

			Emmett smiled. “Why were you coming to apologize to me? I was going to apologize to you.”

			“Because I was horrible. You were right; I made judgments about you that were so unfair. You’ve done nothing but be good to me and I abused that. Wait . . . why were you going to apologize to me?”

			Emmett took a deep breath. “Because you were right about one thing, Maddie. I was lying to you. Not about what you thought I was lying about, but I was still keeping secrets and I shouldn’t have. You deserved to know the truth, but I was too stubborn.”

			Maddie’s face softened. She placed her hand over his. “Tell me now.”

			“I left a very different life behind in Florida. I was an investment banker at a very prestigious firm in Tampa. I handled hundreds of accounts there, including your grandmother’s. That’s how we met.”

			“An investment banker?” Maddie said with a crinkled nose. “I don’t get that from you at all.”

			Emmett smiled. “Good. I hated the work and I hated what management wanted me to do to make a buck, so I walked away from it all. I sold almost everything I had and moved to Rosewood at your grandmother’s suggestion. When I got here, I wanted to start a new life and put all that behind me. Your grandmother agreed to keep my secret in exchange for continuing to manage her portfolio.”

			“That’s what the check was for,” she said, sudden realization dawning on her face. “She was really mad about that.”

			“I bet.”

			Maddie smiled, the expression eventually fading into confusion. “I don’t understand why you had to keep it a secret, though. A lot of people change jobs and move to a new town. Why didn’t you want anyone to know?”

			“I wanted a fresh start, an easier life here than I had in Florida. Money had proven to be a major complicating factor in my life, so when I simplified, I decided I didn’t want anyone to know I had much. Even you. Especially you.”

			“Because I was a snob,” she said. “And I’d only be interested in you for the money.”

			It was a statement, not a question, so Emmett could only nod. “You were so certain that I was just a blue-collar, borderline criminal. I didn’t want you to know the truth. And when things changed between us . . . I wanted you to want me as the broke, low-key bartender I wanted to be, not for what I had or what I could give you.”

			“You could’ve told me. It wouldn’t’ve changed how I felt.”

			“I didn’t know. There was always that chance that you would expect me to go back to that kind of work, or push me to sell the bar and do something more respectable. It was easier to just keep lying than to tell the truth and risk it changing things.”

			Maddie nodded. “You know, you probably weren’t that far off. The Maddie who got arrested the last time might’ve thought that way. But this Maddie loves you just the way you are. If you want to swim in gold coins like Scrooge McDuck without spending a cent, while working at a bar, then that’s what you want. And that’s okay.”

			Emmett broke into a wide grin. “Would you repeat that one part again?”

			“The Scrooge McDuck part?”

			“No. The part where you said you love me.”

			Maddie looked into his eyes. “I love you, Emmett.”

			It was music to his ears. “This isn’t how I expected any of this to go,” he said, thumping the metal bars with his knuckles. “I have flowers for you and everything, but they wouldn’t let me bring my bag in here. It’s certainly not where I thought I’d be when I said this, but I love you, Madelyn. I climbed a hundred feet in the air to tell you and the whole town just how much I love you.”

			He leaned into the bars, pressing his face against the cold metal to kiss Maddie. His heart was light in his chest as he tasted the lips he thought he might never kiss again. He slipped his arms through the bars to wrap around her waist and pull her close. The metal was a frustration, allowing them to almost touch each other the way they wanted to.

			“I wish Sheriff Todd would hurry up. I want to get you out of here so I can give you your flowers and get us back on track to our special moment.”

			“This is a special moment,” Maddie said. “So, I’m in jail, it happens. What’s important is that you’re here to get me out. That’s pretty romantic. The only thing that could beat it is you climbing up that water tower just for me.”

			“I climbed down it, too,” he added. “Faster than I wanted to, but when I saw you get arrested, I knew I had to hurry.”

			“So romantic,” Maddie said, kissing him again.

			“Mr. Sawyer!” Sheriff Todd announced as he came back into the holding area with Emmett’s backpack in his hands.

			Emmett untangled himself from the bars and turned to look at the older man who had changed all his plans for the day. “Are you done with the paperwork so I can pay Maddie’s bail? I’d really love for us to get out of here.”

			“Uh, yeah, here’s the thing . . .” Sheriff Todd said, fumbling for his keys. “You can pay her bail if you’d like, but you’re not going anywhere right now.”

			“Why?”

			The sheriff unlocked the cell door and gently shoved Emmett inside with Maddie. “It seems as though someone vandalized the water tower today. Not only did you self-incriminate by writing your name, you brought the evidence of your guilt with you into the police station.” He held up the bag and the cans of spray paint inside made a telltale clinking sound as they collided.

			Emmett started laughing. The sheriff looked at him like he was crazy, and he just might be, but he didn’t care. He wrapped his arms around Maddie and held her tight without any pesky bars between them. “A small price to pay,” he said, pulling her into the kiss he’d wanted to give her since she told him she loved him. Everything around them faded away as he lost himself in the divine pleasure of holding Maddie in his arms.

			“I’ll, uh, just leave you two alone while I finish booking you both,” Sheriff Todd said, disappearing down the hall again.

			“I don’t care that I’m in jail,” Maddie said. “As long as you’re with me.”

			Emmett looked into her eyes and kissed her again. “Let’s not make a habit of this, though. I think Judge Griffin will be none too pleased to see us in his courtroom again. We’ll probably have to paint the water tower again.”

			“That’s okay. I’ll take a picture to commemorate the moment. The bigger question is whether you think you can stand to climb back up there again?”

			“With you by my side,” he said, “I can do anything. But frankly, I hope this time we just pay a fine. I’ve got the money and I’m not afraid to use it.”

			“Money isn’t everything, you know.”

			“Nope, it isn’t. There are lots of things in life to enjoy. There’s love, laughter, and with you . . . lots of yummy pastry. But if having money keeps me from climbing that ladder again, I’m happy to be able to write a check. I don’t want to die before we can start our lives together.”

			Maddie laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You’re not going anywhere, mister. We’ve got a lifetime of loving each other ahead of us.”
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