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				#1 New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery turns up the heat with this reader-favorite Fool’s Gold novella about food, finding yourself and falling in love

				Ana Raquel’s greatest passion is food: she’s a gifted chef with the experience to prove it. Armed with an Airstream trailer-turned-mobile-kitchen, she’s back in her hometown of Fool’s Gold, California, ready to make her dreams of running her own kitchen come true. There’s just one problem—one tall, dark-eyed, utterly exasperating problem: Greg Clary, her archnemesis.

				Greg has always one-upped her at everything. He even has a restaurant in Fool’s Gold that’s wildly successful. And when the mayor asks Ana to collaborate with Greg on a cookbook, she’s forced to confront her unresolved feelings for him. Ana can craft the most delicate soufflé, but can she navigate the desire of her own heart?

				A Fool’s Gold series novella.
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				Dear Reader,

				Sweeter with You first appeared in the Fool’s Gold Cookbook, with scenes strategically woven between the delicious recipes. Although it’s a short novella, it was probably the most challenging story I’ve ever written because the word count for each scene was so specific. I’d write a scene, refer to the chart provided by my publisher, then edit to reach the exact right length. At one point, a friend jokingly suggested that I just delete the word “the” from the whole story. Problem solved!

				When Harlequin said they wanted to make Ana Raquel and Greg’s story available as a stand-alone short novella, I was a bit apprehensive that it would feel disjointed, but I was pleasantly surprised. I found myself charmed by this adorable couple all over again. All of Ana Raquel’s assumptions about the most annoying man in Fool’s Gold were wrong—Greg’s a great guy...the perfect guy for her.

				Nothing is more delicious than a dish served with love. And so, with love, I’m proud to serve you this tempting little morsel from Fool’s Gold. Bon appétit!
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				CHAPTER ONE

				ANA RAQUEL HOPKINS knew for sure that Greg Clary was the most annoying man on the planet. He was the kind of annoying that got under your skin and made you want to scream. It was like being in the mood for guacamole only to discover that someone had taken all your deliciously ripe avocados. Or, worse, taken them and made their guacamole out of those avocados and now people were saying it was better than yours. That was how annoying Greg Clary was.

				Ana Raquel stared at the sign hanging from the rustic building at the Condor Valley Winery in the fall afternoon. The hand-carved square of wood said only Café. So simple, so right. While she’d been off studying the art of cooking, Greg had been working his way up the kitchen ranks right here in Fool’s Gold. Six months ago he’d opened Café in his uncle’s winery and the restaurant was getting rave reviews. Everyone was talking about it. And Greg.

				After graduating from culinary school, she, too, had worked in restaurants, but hers had been in San Francisco. After a couple of years, she’d discovered that while she loved making delicious food for people, she didn’t love working in a restaurant. A visit to a street fair had introduced her to the magic that was street food—delectable concoctions made in a mobile kitchen. She’d saved her money, bought an old Airstream and had it refurbished as her traveling kitchen. Then she’d brought it home to Fool’s Gold, where she planned to take the culinary world by storm.

				Only Greg had beaten her to the punch with his stupid...um, great...Café.

				Seventeen years ago, when Ana Raquel was in the second grade, she’d been chosen to be Cinderella in the school play. Greg had been picked to play Prince Charming and, in the end, he’d gotten all the applause. In junior high, they’d both run for student council president. Greg had won, leaving her with the runner-up vice president position. In high school, she’d been nominated for homecoming queen and he’d been nominated for homecoming king.

				You can probably guess who won and who didn’t.

				All of which she could live with, except for what had happened the night of their senior prom.

				The fancy dinner and dance had been held at the Gold Rush Ski Lodge and Resort, just as it was every year. There had been a band and good food. Most of the teens went in groups rather than with dates—one of those town traditions, she supposed. For reasons she still couldn’t explain, Ana Raquel had chosen that night to confront Greg about all his transgressions.

				But instead of going up to him and yelling, she’d found herself mesmerized by his dark eyes and easy smile. And maybe a little by how good he looked in a tux. Still, she’d had righteous indignation on her side and she knew she really should be telling him off. Only what should have been yelling somehow turned into kissing. And kissing turned into, well, you know.

				She could have lived with the biggest mistake of her life except that, partway through, he’d figured out it was her first time, which meant it wasn’t his. Worse, in the middle of the moment, she’d had a second realization. It was the teeny, tiniest bit possible that she had feelings for Greg. Romantic, what-if-I’ve-secretly-loved-him-my-whole-life kind of feelings.

				Talk about a mistake. Greg wasn’t just popular, he was a chick magnet. She would have been little more than one more girl who fell for him. Terrified and humiliated, she’d done the only thing that made sense. She’d run off to culinary school in San Francisco.

				Now she was back in Fool’s Gold and all grown-up. She was a nice person, she told herself. Friendly. She liked people and she adored making them happy with her food. If not for Greg, her life would be perfect.

				But she had a solution for that problem and an appointment with the town’s mayor to discuss her brilliant idea. One that would help her make a name for herself and get over Greg Clary once and for all.

				* * *

				MAYOR MARSHA TILSON was the longest-serving mayor in California. She was a well-dressed, white-haired woman who loved her town—idiosyncrasies and all. She welcomed Ana Raquel warmly and led her over to her desk.

				“We’re so happy to have you back in Fool’s Gold,” Mayor Marsha said with a smile. “You were missed. You’re always so friendly and enthusiastic. Even when you were little, you looked out for the other children, and now that you’re grown, you’re feeding all of us.”

				“Thank you. I’m glad to be here,” Ana Raquel told her. “I learned a lot in San Francisco, but it’s not the same as being home.”

				Ana Raquel was one of three girls. Fayrene, her twin, owned a temp agency and pet-sitting service in town, while Dellina, their older sister, ran a party planning and decorating business. The Hopkins women were self-starters.

				The mayor picked up a flyer for Ana Raquel’s street cart from her desk. “We’re getting excellent feedback on what you’ve been serving. The locals appreciate another place to go for lunch, while the tourists love both the food and the convenience.”

				“I’ve been experimenting a lot with ingredients,” Ana Raquel told her. “You know how specific foods are served at different festivals? Rather than make people wait for their favorites, I’m working on ideas of turning festival specialties into everyday recipes. I created an Elephant Ear Pull-Apart Bread. It suits the season, but gives us a taste of what we miss.”

				“I’ve heard your Carrot Cake Muffins are creating quite a stir. There was something close to a riot over them last week.”

				Ana Raquel laughed. “I ran out of muffins and there were still people in line. It got a little loud there in the park.”

				The mayor smiled. “I believe that is what they call a high-quality problem. Now tell me about the cookbook you mentioned when you set up our meeting.”

				Ana Raquel clasped her hands together and leaned forward. “I want to take what I’ve learned and share it with people on a larger scale. I want to create a cookbook based on the town and what we like to eat here. I thought I could collect recipes from locals who want to share them. I’ll also create some of my own. I was thinking the recipes should be delicious but not too complicated. People are busy and not everyone wants to spend all day in the kitchen. We could call it the Fool’s Gold Cookbook.”

				She squeezed her fingers, hoping she could hide her sudden nerves. She wanted the mayor to be excited about the cookbook idea.

				Mayor Marsha leaned back in her chair. “That’s very interesting,” she murmured. “I like the concept. Ironically, someone else came to me last week with a similar plan. Given that you both have cookbook ideas, I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of inviting him to join us.”

				Even as she spoke, Mayor Marsha was standing and motioning for someone to enter the room. Ana Raquel knew who it was before she bothered to turn around. Because there was only one person who would invade her meeting and steal her idea.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				“HELLO, ANA RAQUEL.”

				Ana Raquel stood and turned toward the man standing next to her. She hadn’t seen Greg in six years. She could have gone the next sixty without seeing him and been totally happy. She sat—mostly because her legs gave out. He took the chair next to her.

				She opened her mouth to tell him that she didn’t want him at her meeting, only suddenly she couldn’t speak. Even though he was sitting, she had the sense that he was much taller than she remembered. His shoulders were broader. He seemed so much more like a man than the teenager she remembered from prom night.

				His eyes were the same dark brown, as was his hair, and his mouth had a familiar half smile, as if he found her endlessly amusing. Which was probably true, but she doubted he was laughing with her.

				“Greg,” she managed, despite the fact that her mouth was dry.

				“Your street food has everyone talking,” he said. “I tried your Curried Chicken Salad over the summer. I like how you mixed in—”

				“No, you didn’t,” she interrupted.

				One dark eyebrow rose. “Are you saying I didn’t like it or I didn’t have it?”

				“You didn’t have it. You couldn’t have. I would have noticed.” Having Greg standing in her lunch line would have gotten her attention in a big way.

				His expression relaxed and the amused curve returned to his mouth. “I sent a friend. I had a feeling that if I tried to buy something from you, I’d find a frying pan hurtling toward my head.”

				Ana Raquel felt herself flushing. She stared down at her still-twisting fingers. “I would never hurt a paying customer,” she murmured.

				“I think you’d make an exception for me.”

				She looked up at him. “I don’t dislike you,” she told him firmly.

				Now both eyebrows rose.

				“Not exactly,” she added. “It’s just...”

				“Yes?”

				“You’re so annoying.”

				Greg surprised her by laughing. The warm, happy sound flowed through her like a sweet, melted ganache. Before she could figure out what to think let alone what to say, the soft sound of a throat clearing reminded her that they weren’t the only ones in the room.

				She returned her attention to the mayor.

				“Sorry.”

				“Not at all.” Mayor Marsha smiled at them both. “Greg, I was just telling Ana Raquel that the Fool’s Gold Cookbook is too big a job for one person. Since you’ve both thought of it, the obvious solution is for the two of you to work on it together.”

				She glared at Greg. “You thought of a cookbook, too? One based on home recipes and a few favorites from our restaurants? With some street food thrown in for fun?”

				His dark gaze was steady. “Yes. I spoke with the mayor about it last week.”

				Mayor Marsha nodded in agreement. “Great minds,” she said cheerfully.

				Right, Ana Raquel thought glumly. Easy for the mayor to be happy. She wasn’t the one who had once again been one-upped by Greg Clary.

				Ana Raquel glanced at the mayor. She was well and truly trapped. Either she did the cookbook with Greg or she backed out. In which case he would do it on his own. It wasn’t the glory that she would miss. It was that she knew exactly how she wanted the book to be. There was no way she was going to let him compromise her vision.

				“Fine,” she said firmly. “We’ll work on it together.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				ANA RAQUEL AND GREG walked out to the City Hall parking lot. She was hoping to come up with a brilliant reason he couldn’t help her with the cookbook project, but nothing came to mind. When they reached their cars—hers, a beat-up old pickup, and his, a shiny new blue SUV—she decided to accept the inevitable but try to stay in control of the situation.

				“We should get together and discuss how we’re going to approach the cookbook,” she told him. “I have a lot of ideas.”

				He nodded. “Me, too. I’ve already spoken to Colleen at the Fool’s Gold Daily Republic.”

				“Why would you talk to the newspaper editor?”

				“I thought she might want to have someone write a story on what we’re doing. We could get input from the community.”

				“That makes sense,” Ana Raquel murmured. She’d been thinking of putting up a few flyers, asking for recipe submissions, but an article in the local paper was more efficient and a good calling card. While the rest of the world had gone digital to get its news, here in Fool’s Gold, the daily paper was still alive and well. One of the advantages of small-town living, she supposed.

				“I know a lot of families have recipes that have been passed down for generations,” she said. “Those would be fun to go through.”

				“You’re going to include your grandmother’s fried chicken recipe, aren’t you?”

				She stared at him. “How do you know about that?”

				He grinned. “Your mom invited the whole student council over for dinner one year. That’s what she served. She told us how her mom had taught her to make it and how she’d taught you.”

				Ana Raquel remembered the evening very well. Her parents had found Greg oh-so-charming and didn’t understand why she was upset that he’d defeated her for the student council presidency. She was surprised that he would recall something as simple as a fried chicken dinner.

				“I was planning on putting that one in the cookbook,” she said slowly.

				“Good.” He flashed her another smile. “I’ve been trying to duplicate the recipe myself, but I don’t have it right. Now I can find out what ingredient I’ve been leaving out.”

				He was being so nice, she thought, confused by his friendliness. She had always thought they were sworn enemies. Or at least people who didn’t get along. How embarrassing that she seemed to be the only one showing up for the fight.

				“Are you free Monday?” he asked. “The restaurant is closed. We can meet at my place.”

				She was suddenly curious about where Greg lived. “Your place would be great. I serve lunch until two-thirty. So say four?”

				He nodded and gave her his address. “Great. I’ll prepare us a little something and we can get to work on the cookbook. See you then.”

				He got in his SUV and drove away. Ana Raquel was left standing in the parking lot with the growing sense that Greg was not who she remembered at all.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				GREG LIVED ON the edge of the Condor Valley Winery. Ana Raquel parked next to his SUV, then circled around the side of the house to take in the views from the backyard. To the south and west were the vineyards. They were thick and lush with heavy grapes. She didn’t know much about making wine, but she was pretty sure the harvest would start in a few weeks.

				To the east were the mountains of the Sierra Nevada. In the winter, they would be covered with snow. Fortunately, the town was high enough to get a little snow, but it rarely amounted to more than a few inches at a time. With the mountains so close, you could experience all the thrill without so much of the hassle.

				She turned her attention to the house. It was a cabin-style one-story. Small but appealing. There were probably a couple of bedrooms and a single bath. Enough space for one person, she thought. Greg wasn’t married. He was—

				Ana Raquel started toward the house only to stop suddenly. The local rumor mill was quite efficient and she heard most of what was going on. But knowing that Greg wasn’t married was different from knowing whether he was dating someone. Not that she was interested for herself—it was just that if he had a girlfriend, the cookbook project could be even more complicated. There would be long evenings and weekends perfecting recipes. Arguments about style and placement. She didn’t want some nonfoodie offering her opinion because she was being protective of her boyfriend.

				In fact, if Greg was seeing someone, there was simply no way this project could work, she thought as she marched around the house and up the front steps. She would tell him that and he could back out. Then she would do it all herself, which would be just fine. Because she wasn’t interested in working with a guy who dated a girl like that. Someone so possessive and willing to stick her nose in where it didn’t belong.

				The front door opened and the man in question smiled at her.

				59 2”Hey,” he said. “Right on time. Come on in.”

				She did as he requested, trying not to let him know that her tummy suddenly felt weird and she couldn’t say why. There were flutterings and odd zings of electricity. Had she eaten some bad fish?

				“Hi.” She stepped past him and shrugged out of her coat. “Great place. So is it all yours? What about a roommate? A girlfriend? Because working with you is one thing, but working with a cast of thousands isn’t possible.”

				His dark gaze settled on her face. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

				“Oh. Are you sure? Because you always did. Constantly. It was a steady stream of women.”

				That half smile appeared. “I’ve grown up since then.”

				An intriguing statement that told her exactly nothing, she thought in frustration. Which was just so like him.

				Determined not to give him the satisfaction of asking or acting as if she cared, she dropped her coat and bag on the bench in the foyer and walked into the small house.

				The view from the living room stretched all the way to the end of the valley, but what really caught her attention was the huge kitchen. She stumbled toward it, drawn by deep sinks, plenty of counter space and a six-burner stove. There were two ovens, a warming drawer and a knife collection that nearly had her drooling with envy.

				“Wow,” she said, turning in a slow circle. “I mean wow.”

				There were racks and lots of cabinets and a double pantry. To the left, one section of countertop was done in marble. The cool, smooth surface was perfect for rolling out dough and making cookies. Through the glass door of the top oven, she saw a rotisserie. While she loved her little trailer kitchen, comparing this to that was like comparing truffle oil to cooking spray.

				Greg leaned against the door frame, his broad shoulders filling the space. “I did some remodeling before I moved in. I still have to get to the bathroom.”

				“Who cares about a bathroom?” she told him. “Or furniture. For a kitchen like this, I would be willing to sit on crates and sleep on the floor.”

				“No need for that. I have a bed.”

				A comment that caused the fluttering inside to increase for a second before she decided to ignore the sensation.

				He pushed off the door frame and walked toward the dining alcove. She saw that he’d placed a couple of folders and an open bottle of wine on the butcher-block table.

				“Shall we?” he asked, holding out a chair.

				“Sure.”

				She took the seat he offered, then nodded when he held up the wine bottle. Maybe sipping the excellent cabernet would settle her nerves. It wasn’t that she was nervous, she told herself. This was a new situation—that was all. She was being forced to share her dream. That would be uncomfortable for anyone. Her fluttery tummy had nothing to do with being around Greg.

				He sat across from her and picked up his glass of wine. “To the Fool’s Gold Cookbook,” he said, touching his glass to hers.

				Before she could respond, he chuckled.

				“What?” she asked.

				“I can’t believe we’re doing this. After all these years.” He shrugged. “I still remember the first time I saw you. We’d just moved to town. I was seven and I didn’t know anyone. My mom told me I should sign up for the second-grade play as a way to make new friends. I walked into tryouts and there you were. All blond curls and big eyes.”

				He sipped his wine. “I went home and told my mother I’d fallen in love.”

				Ana Raquel felt herself blink. “With me?”

				“Yup. When I was picked to be Prince Charming, I knew it was meant to be.” He smiled again. “Of course, I was only seven.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				ANA RAQUEL HAD no idea what she was supposed to say to Greg’s confession. Not that his feelings for her when he’d been seven had anything to do with what was happening today, but still. She stared blindly at the folders on the table.

				“We, ah, should talk about the cookbook,” she murmured.

				“Good idea.”

				While he fanned out pages, she went back to the foyer to get her notebook out of her bag.

				“I thought we’d divide the cookbook into seasons,” she told him. “That way people can simply flip to the time of year and buy whatever is fresh and local.”

				Greg’s expression turned smug as he passed her his notes. The first page was a division of the cookbook into seasons.

				“We think alike,” he told her. “Interesting. I thought we should divide each season into everyday recipes and those for special events. Like brunches or parties.”

				“Celebrations,” she said.

				“Right.” He flipped through her pages. “Like this one. Birthday Party Banana Layer Cake. That’s spring.”

				“And Celebrations,” she added.

				“Exactly.” He studied what she’d written. “You have too many salads. I like a salad as much as the next guy—”

				“Which means not at all.”

				He chuckled. “They have their place, but we need more substantial food. Chili or some casseroles. People in town are always bringing each other casseroles.”

				“And if it were a chili casserole it would be perfect?”

				“You’re reading my mind.”

				“You’re such a guy,” she told him. “I suppose you’re also going to tell me there should be plenty of pies in the book?”

				“Sure. Who doesn’t love pie?”

				He was less intense than she remembered. The Greg she’d known had been one determined soul. He’d run his bid to be student council president with a focus that would have left a national campaign manager envious. She had wanted to win, too, but she’d also made time for her friends and her family.

				“How many hours a week do you work?” she asked.

				“Sixty, maybe seventy.”

				“No wonder there’s no girlfriend. Life is more than what we make in the kitchen.”

				“You really believe that?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and picking up his wine.

				“Sure. Mostly.” She laughed. “Okay, not always, but it’s important to have balance.”

				“I’m into balance. I’d like to have someone in my life, but finding the right girl isn’t as easy as it sounds.” He shrugged. “I have very specific wants.”

				She took in the handsome face, the long, lean body. “There have to be plenty of volunteers.”

				“Some.”

				“Many.”

				“I have a type.”

				“Which is?”

				“Funny, pretty, creative.” He put down his wine. “Ana Raquel, we have to talk about the elephant in the room.”

				Elephant? There was no elephant. He couldn’t possibly mean... Only, staring at his face, she knew he could and he did. “Prom?” she asked in a whisper.

				“Prom night,” he correctly gently.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				ANA RAQUEL’S WARM, relaxed feeling faded as heat burned on her cheeks. Was he kidding? There was no way she wanted to talk about that night. She’d been so determined to tell him exactly what she thought of him, only to end up giving him her virginity in a hotel room. Worse, she’d realized that she might have feelings for the one guy who’d made her totally crazy. And not in a good way. That wasn’t the sort of thing she was likely to reminisce fondly about.

				“You okay?” he asked.

				“Fine.”

				“You seem upset.”

				“I’m not.” At least she wouldn’t be when they stopped talking about that night. Because she couldn’t explain what had happened. One second she’d been yelling and then they’d been kissing and then...

				The thing was, she wasn’t that kind of girl. She’d never been serious about a boy in high school. There had been too many other things to do. Besides, being annoyed with Greg had taken all her emotional energy.

				Since then, no one had really captured her attention. After having lost her virginity so foolishly, she was determined to be more careful the next time. No doubt he was happy to jump from bed to bed. It wasn’t as if she’d been his first. If she had been, he wouldn’t have been able to figure out how inexperienced she was. Yet another humiliating moment he had to answer for.

				“Ana Raquel? We have to talk about it. I tried to talk to you afterward, but you’d left town. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

				He was going to keep talking, she thought frantically. Talking and talking and she couldn’t stand that. There was no way she was going to talk about that night. Not now, not ever. Her choices seemed to be either figuring out how to shut him up or bolting. And since they still had a cookbook to organize, she decided to shut him up.

				She made sure she wasn’t in danger of knocking over her wine, then reached for the front of Greg’s shirt. She grabbed the soft fabric with both hands, pulled him to her and pressed her mouth to his.

				They’d kissed before, she thought hazily, feeling the warmth of his mouth on hers and the way his arms came around her. But that had been different. More frantic.

				This kiss was soft. He had an air of patience about him. As if they had all the time in the world. His strong arms drew her close. They were sitting in chairs, so there was no way for that to happen. Still, the pressure was insistent, so she unexpectedly found herself standing.

				He rose, as well, which meant he was now a lot taller than she was. She had to tilt her head back and then raise herself up on her tiptoes. But it was worth it. Because kissing Greg was like tasting the first maple syrup of the season. Sweet and filled with promise.

				It was a good kiss, she thought, her eyes fluttering closed. The kind of kiss that changed a woman’s perspective about nearly everything. It was a kiss that could make her want to dream about possibilities. About—

				No, she thought, pulling back in a panic. This was Greg Clary, her nemesis. She might not hate him, but she really, really disliked him. They couldn’t kiss. This was a kiss-free project.

				She stared at him for a second. He opened his mouth to speak, but whatever he was going to say, she didn’t want to hear. She bolted from the room, raced to the foyer, where she grabbed her coat and her bag, and then she was gone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				DESPITE THE SHORTER days and cooler temperatures, Ana Raquel was still busy through lunch in her trailer. She’d found a spot that attracted good foot traffic and didn’t offend any of the already established restaurants in town. As she scooped out another serving of Mushroom and Three-Cheese Lasagna, she wondered what she was going to do with herself when the weather got really cold. No one was going to dash out to eat at a street cart when it was close to freezing and damp.

				She had already made arrangements to store the trailer, but she was more worried about herself. Should she look for a job in town? Leave and head south? Backpack through Europe? While backpacking across the continent sounded like fun, she didn’t have the money. Besides, she had a cookbook to work on. Which meant that getting a job locally was her best option.

				Without wanting to, she remembered her brief evening with Greg two nights before. They were supposed to have talked about the cookbook. Unfortunately, fate in the form of a yummy kiss had intervened. She still wasn’t sure what to do about that. Should she talk about what had happened or simply pretend everything was normal between them?

				“This is probably stupid.”

				Exactly what she was thinking, Ana Raquel thought, only she hadn’t spoken. She glanced at her next customer, then smiled when she recognized Dakota Hendrix—one of the Hendrix triplets. Only she was Dakota Andersson now. Like all her sisters, she’d married and started a family. The circle of life, Ana Raquel thought wistfully. She wanted to be in a circle, too.

				Dakota held out the sheet of paper in her hand.

				“What is stupid?” Ana Raquel asked. “Because if you’re thinking you want to save room for a muffin with your lunch, you’re right. I have two choices today and they’re both great.”

				Dakota, a pretty blonde with a toddler on her hip, laughed. “I meant this.”

				She held out the paper. Ana Raquel took it and studied the recipe. It was for roast chicken and mashed potatoes. A seemingly simple dish made delicious with a few key ingredients.

				“I heard about the cookbook,” Dakota told her. “That you wanted people to volunteer recipes. This isn’t that fancy...”

				“Stop!” Ana Raquel shook the paper. “This is exactly what I’m looking for. Thank you.”

				Dakota ordered lunch, then took her food and stepped away.

				Ana Raquel glanced at her watch. It was nearly time for her to close. She was going to miss her customers, she thought as she turned back to start cleaning up her kitchen.

				“Any chimichangas left?”

				She looked up and saw Greg standing at the open door of her trailer. The sun was behind him, putting him in silhouette. The second she recognized him, her heart began a strange kind of two-step. Part anticipation, part need to sputter and apologize. Because the last time she’d seen Greg, they’d been kissing. Well, technically she’d been running, but only after the kissing.

				She forced herself to pretend a calm she didn’t feel as she put the last chimichanga on a plate. He took it and settled at the small table in the trailer. As if he belonged there.

				“We never did get a schedule together for working on the cookbook,” he said as he unwrapped a plastic fork. “We’ll need several meetings to cull the recipes, then some time in the kitchen to try each one. I’m thinking we’ll need around a hundred and fifty in total. What do you think?”

				She thought he was amazingly cool and collected, considering the whole kissing thing. He was sitting there, eating, as if their lips had never touched.

				“A hundred and fifty sounds right,” she said at last, because she wasn’t going to bring up the you-know-what.

				“I’m working most nights at the restaurant,” he said, when he’d chewed and swallowed. “Delicious, by the way.” He pointed his fork at the chimichanga. “Just the right spices. We should put this in the book.”

				“Thanks. Sure. I have a list of street food I thought would be good.” She cautiously sat across from him. “I’m going to be closing down the trailer in the next couple of weeks. Once that happens, we can start testing the recipes. If we have our list of maybes together by then, we can be ready to start cooking.”

				He looked at her and smiled. “Sounds like a plan. Want to use my kitchen?”

				She was nervous about going back to his house, but her kitchen was the size of a shoebox, and, while the trailer kitchen was pretty sweet, it wasn’t exactly built for two.

				“Sure.”

				“What time are you done here?” he asked.

				“About two or two-thirty.”

				“Do you mind coming by the restaurant after that? I can start my prep work early so we have an hour or so to go through the recipes.”

				She nodded. “I’ve heard good things about your place,” she admitted. “People really like the food.”

				“I’m enjoying the work and being creative. But it’s a lot of work. More than I expected.” His expression turned rueful. “My uncle warned me that being my own boss was harder than I thought. He was right.” His gaze turned intense. “What are you going to do when you shut down the trailer for the season? I could use someone like you at the restaurant.”

				Work for Greg? Could she? Did she want to? She had no idea if their styles would be similar. Besides, this was Greg. They weren’t friends. They were...

				She realized she no longer thought of him as someone she had to best. That in the years since she’d last seen him, he’d become a great guy. Or maybe he’d always been great, but she’d been too busy—

				There was a monstrous crash as something collided with the entire trailer, which shuddered and leaned distinctly to the left. The walls shook and Ana Raquel was nearly thrown from her seat. Greg was out of his chair and pulling her close before she’d even caught her breath. Outside, someone screamed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				GREG GRABBED ANA RAQUEL by the hand and led her out of the trailer. They turned and saw that a large SUV had backed into the front corner of the trailer. The outside was ripped and cracked, but more upsetting was the big buckle in the frame.

				Ana Raquel pulled free of his hold and moved toward the damage. A man in his thirties jumped out of the SUV and hurried over.

				“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice thick with anguish. “I have allergies. I sneezed and my foot slipped and I hit the gas instead of the brake. Are you okay?” He barely stopped speaking for Ana Raquel’s nod. “I have insurance. I’m going to call my agent right now.”

				He pulled out a card from his wallet and started to dial on his cell.

				The rational side of her brain knew that the trailer could be fixed. That while the frame damage meant more time in the shop, nothing was irreparable. But her heart whimpered about another truth—that by the time the repairs were done, the street food season would be over. Instead of ending things with a fun weeklong party of different dishes, as she’d planned, she would be forced to simply call it a season.

				A crowd began to gather. This was Fool’s Gold and everyone’s business was fair game. There was also plenty of concern as people she knew hurried forward to make sure she was okay.

				“We weren’t hurt,” Greg said, moving close and lightly putting his hand on her shoulder. “We were in the trailer when it happened. It rocked some, but we’re fine.”

				Ana Raquel nodded because she was afraid that if she started to speak, she would begin to cry. She told herself that one great summer was enough. That she would have the trailer back for next year.

				Greg shifted his hand so he had his arm around her. When the tourist who had backed into her started giving her his insurance info, Greg was the one who wrote it down. When the tow truck showed up, he helped her make sure all the propane lines were turned off, and together they packed up the perishables. Less than an hour later, Ana Raquel watched as her dream was towed away.

				Her little red truck, the one she used to pull her trailer, looked naked there on the street. There was a flyer for her business on a nearby pole. As she watched, a gust of wind caught it and tugged the paper free of its anchor. The sheet disappeared up into the sky.

				“What on earth happened?”

				“Are you okay?”

				The familiar voices had her turning. Her two sisters, Dellina and Fayrene, hurried up to her. They reached for her and hugged her close.

				“Are you hurt?” Dellina asked.

				“Tourists are idiots,” Fayrene muttered.

				She let their care and concern wash over her. Tomorrow she would be rational about what had happened. Today she was going to wallow.

				She sniffed, then stepped back. “How did you know what happened?”

				“Greg called me,” Dellina said. “I called Fayrene.”

				Greg had taken charge, but in a good way, she thought. She turned to thank him, but he’d disappeared into the crowd, leaving her in the capable arms of her family.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				THE NEXT DAY Ana Raquel found herself back at her spot for lunch. She had regulars who might not have heard about the accident and she wanted to explain why she was shutting down so early. She’d barely been able to sleep that night and when she did manage to doze off, she was awakened by nightmares of the accident.

				It wasn’t the damage that bothered her as much as having things taken out of her control. She tried telling herself the good news: no one had been hurt and she was grateful for that. But still...what about her dream? Next year seemed so far away.

				She rounded the corner and found that her usual place had already been taken by a large SUV. One that looked familiar. As she pulled up behind it, she saw that Greg had set up a table just off the sidewalk with a big hand-lettered sign. It showed a crayon version of her trailer with a big bandage on the back corner. The notice above invited her customers to write in their best wishes.

				More amazing were the stacks of sandwiches and salads he was setting out on the table. She got out of her car and hurried over to him.

				“What is all this?” she asked.

				Greg smiled at her. “I didn’t want your regulars going hungry,” he told her. “I went into the restaurant early and threw a few things together.”

				She felt her mouth drop open. “You didn’t have to.”

				“I know. I wanted to. You were pretty upset yesterday.”

				She nodded. “Too upset to think of doing this. What a great idea.” Her season didn’t have to end so abruptly, she thought happily. She could make food at home and bring it here. While the menu wouldn’t be so extensive, she had already made her cookies and muffins the night before.

				“Thank you,” she said, impulsively hugging him. “You’re being really good to me. I appreciate it.”

				His body was warm against hers, she thought, suddenly aware of pressing against him with only a few layers of clothing between them. She felt the heat of him and found herself wanting something more than just a hug. She wanted to hang on and never let go and, at the same time, she found herself needing to cry.

				Adrenaline, she told herself as she stepped back. Emotional residue from the accident.

				“I don’t know how to repay you for all this.” She motioned to the sandwiches and salads.

				“Send them up to my place for dinner.”

				He was joking, but she was serious as she said she would. She would tell everyone to go there, she thought. And she would mention what a nice guy he was.

				He walked toward his SUV. “We still need to get going on our cookbook planning,” he called over his shoulder.

				“Tomorrow at three,” she promised. “Café kitchen.”

				“I look forward to it.”

				“Me, too,” she whispered. Because she did. A lot.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				THE NEXT COUPLE of months passed in a blur. Ana Raquel and Greg argued and negotiated their way through recipes, organization and bonus material. The town came through with recipe suggestions. Ana Raquel and Greg each had their favorites, and sometimes the choice between two equally wonderful options came down to a round of rock, paper, scissors.

				They spent their mornings on the cookbook, then moved to the restaurant. There the heated discussions continued as they prepped for the evening’s dinner service. Somehow Ana Raquel found herself getting more and more involved with the cooking.

				Once the last patron had left, she and Greg returned their attention to the cookbook. They worked late into the night to find the right combination of savory and sweet, entrées, appetizers and desserts. They’d agreed on easy recipes filled with flavor. The kind of food you could serve your family and the boss when he or she came over.

				Through a friend of Greg’s, they’d made contact with a publisher and quickly found themselves dealing with a deadline. But the book was finally finished.

				The best part of the project had been working with Greg. He was exactly who he seemed to be—a nice man she could depend on. He could be stubborn, but never aggressive. He was reasonable, if quirky. And lately, when he smiled, she felt her world get a little brighter.

				Ana Raquel chopped furiously. The key to a successful service was prep work, she reminded herself. Tonight was a special dinner at Café. Advance copies of the cookbook had arrived. She and Greg would be handing them out at the end of the dinner where every item on the menu was based on the Fool’s Gold Cookbook.

				Life-Changing Guacamole was offered alongside Bubbly Feta and Sweet Pepper Dip with Pita Crisps. There were entrées for every taste and a dessert buffet that ranged from S’Mores Bars to Triple-Chocolate Caramel Party Cake.

				She finished chopping the onions and went to work on the garlic. Greg was lining up the proteins they would be using. Music blared from speakers built into the ceiling.

				The staff at the restaurant worked well together, she thought, smashing her knife against cloves of garlic, then peeling away the skin. Their movements were practiced, the results tangible in the smoothness of a sauce or the tang of a salad dressing.

				Over the past couple of months, she’d found that she enjoyed working with Greg in his kitchen. They argued a lot but only about what mattered, and she won as often as not. Mayor Marsha had been right, she admitted reluctantly. She never would have been able to handle the cookbook on her own.

				“Oh my God!” said Linda, one of the hostesses, setting a spoon in the sink. “That dressing. It’s heavenly.”

				Greg looked at her. “It’s good.”

				“I want to be buried with it.” Linda paused. “Okay, that sounds more gross than I meant.”

				Ana Raquel chuckled as she finely chopped garlic. A lot of kitchens were filled with tension and competition. She’d had more than her share of that while she’d been in San Francisco. But things were different here. More relaxed.

				“Take a break,” Greg said, coming up to her station. “I need you to see something.”

				She set down her knife and followed him to the dining room. Once there, her breath caught in her throat.

				Extra tables had been brought in to satisfy the demand for their special tasting dinner. The tablecloths and fresh flowers were coordinated with the colors of the book cover. Speaking of the book, there were stacks on a table off to the side. She and Greg would be signing them later.

				On the other side of the room, the dessert buffet was already in place. Delectable smells filled the room.

				“Dellina did a great job,” Ana Raquel murmured.

				“It’s impressive. I wish my place looked like this all the time.”

				She turned to him. “It could. Talk to Dellina. She’s great with decorating and parties. She has a real eye for how to put rooms together so that people feel relaxed and enjoy themselves.”

				He smiled at her. “I’ll have to do that. I don’t have a lot of spare time. The restaurant keeps me busy.”

				“I can see that.” He was getting by with minimal staff. But he was also in that awkward stage—successful, but not making enough to hire everyone he needed. Any extra bodies he could afford were generally serving staff. “You’re doing too much yourself. You need help.”

				“Good help is hard to find.”

				She shook her head. “You won’t have a problem. You’re surprisingly easy to work with.”

				“So are you.” He moved toward her. “I’d like you to think about working here. With me. Officially.”

				Warmth flooded her. To be honest, she’d been thinking about it herself. “I like the Café,” she admitted. “The rest of the staff, what you’re doing with the menu. It’s tempting.”

				“But?”

				“I have my trailer and I love that. Committing to a kitchen is a big deal.”

				“I’m not asking you to give up your street food,” he told her. “I could help with that. We could use it to promote the restaurant and vice versa. We’re a good team. Or are you still mad about my beating you for student council president?”

				He was teasing, of course, but there was something serious in his eyes. An emotion she couldn’t quite fathom.

				“I’m not mad,” she said, her gaze slipping to his mouth. He hadn’t kissed her since that one time when she’d kissed him. She wasn’t sure why not. Was she misreading the situation? Did he only want them to be business associates? Because, while she wanted that, too, somewhere along the way she might have, possibly, fallen for him.

				“Good,” he said, wrapping his arm around her. “All right. We have a dinner to prepare. Only our friends and family and California’s longest-serving mayor.”

				The moment was lost, she realized. Or maybe it had never been there at all. Maybe she was the only one thinking there could be more between them.

				“As long as there’s no pressure,” she said, determined to sound upbeat and cheerful. First the dinner tonight. In the morning she would figure out the state of her heart and decide what to do about it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				THE EVENING PASSED in a whirlwind of activity. The guests came in waves, filling tables, then lingering as others arrived. It was like regular dinner service on steroids. The kitchen was controlled insanity, with everyone working together to keep food moving.

				Somewhere around ten, Linda came and got Ana Raquel and Greg. They walked out into the front of the restaurant only to find nearly everyone they knew in town crowding into the room. Ana Raquel’s sisters were there, as were Greg’s extended family. The mayor, of course, the city council, other small business owners and friends. Lots and lots of friends.

				She and Greg were given a standing ovation. People called out, “Wonderful meal” and “Come cook at my house!” She laughed even as she felt tears burning in her eyes.

				Greg led her over to the table with the books and they sat down next to each other to begin signing.

				Ana Raquel signed until her fingers cramped, then kept on going. Sometime after midnight, the last of their guests left. The kitchen staff had already cleaned up, leaving the counters gleaming and bare and a couple of small pots simmering on the stove. As she inhaled the scent of their dinner, her stomach growled.

				Greg flashed her a grin. “Me, too. Starving. I’m not sure I’ve eaten since breakfast.”

				“I know I haven’t.”

				She went to get the plates. When she returned to the stove, he was still there, but now he held a bottle of champagne.

				“I thought we deserved a toast for all we’ve been through.”

				“I agree.”

				He opened the bottle and poured them each a glass. They raised their glasses to each other. “To the Fool’s Gold Cookbook,” he said.

				“The cookbook.”

				They touched glasses, then sipped. The liquid was sweet and bubbly, tickling her nose and making her laugh. She carried the bottle to the small table in the back of the kitchen while Greg served their meals.

				She was tired, she thought, but happy. She was still confused about her feelings for Greg and not sure what to do about his job offer. While she liked working with him, she wasn’t sure she could separate her personal feelings from her professional duties. She didn’t want to be one of those women mooning over her business partner. That was just plain sad and kind of embarrassing. She wanted better for herself.

				Of course, a case could be made that thinking she might want more and not asking for it was stupid. Maybe he felt the same way. Maybe he’d secretly been in love with her for years.

				That last thought made her chuckle. How preposterous, she thought.

				He walked to the table, a plate in each hand. “What’s so funny?”

				“Nothing. I’m so tired I’m getting punchy. I’m only having one glass of champagne so I don’t fall asleep in my soup.”

				He set down the food. She waited for him to take a seat, but instead he moved closer and cupped her face in his hands.

				“Ana Raquel,” he murmured, right before he kissed her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				GREG’S MOUTH WAS soft and tender. She leaned into him, prepared to lose herself in his kiss, but he pulled back and stared into her eyes.

				“I have to tell you something.”

				What? He wanted to have a conversation now? Wasn’t that just like a man.

				“I’m in love with you.”

				Ana Raquel felt her mouth drop open. She consciously closed it. “I’m sorry. What did you just say?”

				He smiled and touched her cheek. “I’m in love with you. I have been for years.”

				No way! It wasn’t possible. She’d just been thinking that and now he was saying it? Was someone playing a trick on her?

				“I lost my heart to you when I was seven,” he admitted. “The first time I saw you dressed up as Cinderella. The reason I acted the way I did onstage, overacting, talking over everyone’s lines, was that I was afraid I was going to blurt out the truth.”

				His dark gaze locked with hers. “I only ran for student council president because you did and I thought it would be fun for us to hang out. I never thought I’d win. As for what happened after prom...”

				He touched his mouth to hers. “You were my first time, too,” he whispered.

				She desperately wanted to believe him, but there were too many questions. “You always had a girlfriend.”

				He shrugged. “I was trying to get your attention.”

				“You didn’t come after me when I left.”

				“We were kids and needed to grow up. And, honestly, after you left so quickly, I thought you didn’t like me. But I kept track of you. Ask your sisters.”

				She didn’t have to, she realized. Both Dellina and Fayrene had always teased her about Greg. Now she knew why.

				Disbelief battled with a sense of certainty. There was only one reason she’d gotten so worked up whenever she thought about Greg. Only one reason she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him. It was because she’d had feelings, too.

				“Back then, it was a crush. But knowing you now... I love you,” he repeated. “I don’t want you here just as my business partner. I want you as my everything partner. I know it’s a lot to take in, but will you at least think about it?”

				She tried to speak but couldn’t, then decided the words could wait. She threw herself into his arms and hung on as if she would never let go.

				“We can do it all,” he was saying. “The restaurant and your street food. We can even try another cookbook.”

				She started to laugh, then realized she was crying. Happy tears, she thought. Because she’d found the man who could be her life partner. Who could understand her dreams because he shared them.

				She drew back enough to see his face. “I love you, too. I think I have for a long time.”

				“You were mostly pissed at me.”

				She laughed. “A little. Sometimes. You can be really annoying.”

				“I’ll try to change that.”

				“I’d rather you didn’t. I like what we have together. And, yes, let’s do it all. The restaurant and the street food. We’ll use one to promote the other. We’ll be a team.”

				He drew her against him and kissed her again. She got lost in the feel of him and how being near him made every part of her tingle.

				On the table, the champagne went flat and the dinner cooled, but Ana Raquel didn’t even notice. Greg’s kisses were more delicious than food, more intoxicating than champagne.

				They were in love, she thought with a sigh. Fool’s Gold really was the land of happy endings.

				* * * * *

				Can’t get enough of Fool’s Gold? Keep reading for a preview of BEST OF MY LOVE, the latest addictive Fool’s Gold romance by #1 New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery.

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: 333.jpg] 

				#1 New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery invites you to celebrate the event of the year with her brand-new story:

				DAUGHTERS OF THE BRIDE

				Three sisters, three love stories, one reunion—just in time for the chaos of their mother’s wedding.

				Get your copy now!

				“Susan Mallery is one of my favorites.”

				—#1 New York Times bestselling author Debbie Macomber

				Experience the best in contemporary romance with the charming Fool’s Gold series by Susan Mallery. Be sure to get all of the titles in this captivating series full of hope, laughter and love to last a lifetime.

				Best of My Love
Marry Me at Christmas
Thrill Me 
Kiss Me
Hold Me
Yours for Christmas (novella)
Until We Touch
Before We Kiss
When We Met
Christmas on 4th Street
Three Little Words
Two of a Kind
Just One Kiss
Halfway There (novella)
A Fool’s Gold Christmas
All Summer Long
Summer Nights
Summer Days
Almost Summer (novella)
A Christmas Bride
Only Us (novella)
Only His
Only Yours
Only Mine
Sister of the Bride (novella)
Finding Perfect
Almost Perfect
Chasing Perfect

				Love. Laughter. Happily-Ever-After.

				“Romance novels don’t get much better than Mallery’s expert blend of emotional nuance, humor and superb storytelling.”

				—Booklist

				Available wherever ebooks are sold.

				Connect with us on Harlequin.com for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers, free online reads and much more!

				Other ways to keep in touch:

				Harlequin.com/Newsletters
Facebook.com/HarlequinBooks
Twitter.com/HarlequinBooks
HarlequinBlog.com

			

		

	
		
			
				Best of My Love

				by Susan Mallery

				CHAPTER ONE

				“ABOUT LAST NIGHT...”

				The words were softly spoken. Almost a question. Still, they were enough to make Aidan Mitchell consider pounding his head against the table. Or the wall. He was pretty sure the table was closer. Not that he was going to pick either because he honestly didn’t need any more head pain. Not with the raging hangover he’d more than earned.

				“I have nothing,” he admitted, squinting into the, what seemed to him, overly bright light of Brew-haha, the local coffee place. Because when a man felt as bad as he did, coffee was the only solution. “No excuse, no explanation.”

				He wanted to say more. That it hadn’t been his fault. Only it had been.

				Aidan wanted to point out that he was usually a decent guy. He loved his mom, paid his taxes and ran a successful business, yet somewhere along the way, he’d become a total jerk. But why state the obvious?

				The woman standing next to his table pointed to the empty seat across from his. “May I?”

				He nodded, then wished he hadn’t when more pain exploded across his eyes. He reminded himself it was a small price to pay for what had happened.

				He pushed aside the steady thudding in his temple and did his best to focus on his new tablemate. Shelby Gilmore was petite and blue-eyed. Delicate, he thought. Pretty enough to get a breathing man’s attention. But not for him, because he had it all figured out. No local women. Tourists were easier. And look where that had gotten him.

				Her gaze was steady as she sipped her coffee. She seemed to be trying to figure something out. If it was about him, he should save her the trouble.

				“Yes,” he said, aware his voice was gravelly. No doubt yet another manifestation of the alcohol probably still processing through his system. “I’m an ass. I’m sure there’s going to be a memo about it in the paper.”

				Her mouth curved up. “The paper’s already out and I didn’t see anything. Of course, I generally avoid the whole ‘ass’ section. It can be depressing.”

				“Humor at my expense. Go ahead. I deserve it.”

				Her hair fell past her shoulders. It was straight and kind of a gold-blond color. Long bangs covered her eyebrows. He knew she had to be in her late twenties, but she looked younger.

				“I like that you’re taking responsibility for what happened,” she said. “A lot of guys wouldn’t.”

				“Most guys wouldn’t have gotten in trouble in the first place.” He leaned back in his chair and held in a groan. “I had it all figured out. That’s what kills me. I had a plan.”

				“The road to hell?”

				Despite how he felt, he managed a grin. “Yeah. That was me. The guy with good intentions.” He stopped himself a half second before he shook his head again. “Avoid entanglements. It was working for me, too.”

				She held her coffee mug in both hands. “So it’s true. You dated tourists.” The corner of her mouth twitched. “I use the word dated out of general politeness. Also, it’s New Year’s Day, which is kind of a holiday.”

				“Respect. I like that.” He sighed heavily. “Yes, I was the dog that picked up tourists. They were friendly and willing. Not to mention, only in town for a short time. No one’s definition of dating.”

				“I can see the general outline of a plan here. You assumed that by keeping it simple and short-term, you wouldn’t have to deal with anything messy. Like a relationship. Why is that?”

				He squinted against the bright light. “No offense, but do I know you?”

				She laughed. “You mean beyond saying hello?” One slim shoulder rose, then lowered. “Not really. I admit that this is a very random conversation, but I’d still like you to answer the question.”

				His brain was working at about two-thirds speed this morning. He felt like hell, both physically and emotionally. He was the biggest jackass around and he just wanted to crawl into a hole until he figured out how he was going to fix the problem. Which would come after he figured out what had gone wrong.

				But all of that didn’t explain why Shelby Gilmore was grilling him. Maybe one of her New Year’s resolutions was to right wrongs. Sort of a seeker of justice for those whose hearts he’d accidentally broken.

				He searched his memory for what he knew about her. She’d been in town maybe a couple of years. She worked in the bakery. Or possibly owned it—he couldn’t remember, exactly. He’d seen her around. He was sure she was perfectly nice, not to mention Kipling Gilmore’s sister. Kipling ran the local search-and-rescue department. Aidan knew him from that, and because it was Fool’s Gold—a town where everyone knew everyone else’s business. Oh, yeah. He and Kipling were part owners of a local bar. Which explained why he was having this conversation in the first place. Or did it? He looked at her.

				“What was the question?” he asked.

				The smile returned. “Why tourists? You’re a good-looking guy with a successful business. Why aren’t you married?”

				“I don’t want to get stuck,” he blurted before he could stop himself. “Is this a job interview?”

				“No. I don’t mean to be intrusive.”

				“But you’re going to keep asking questions?”

				“Something like that. Stuck how?”

				He finished his coffee. Before he could think about standing up to get another, Patience, the owner of Brew-haha, and about forty-seven months pregnant, waddled over with a pot.

				“You look awful,” she said cheerfully. “Still hungover?”

				“Uh-huh.”

				“That’s not like you. I can’t remember the last time you got drunk.”

				Aidan didn’t bother responding. There was no point. He and Patience had known each other their whole lives. One of the advantages—and disadvantages—of living in Fool’s Gold. There weren’t a lot of secrets. Which meant everyone from here to the Nicholson Ranch would soon know exactly what had happened last night.

				Shelby frowned at her friend. “Why are you working? You’re due any second.”

				“I know.” Patience rested her left hand on her incredibly large belly. “I’m so ready for him to be born. I thought maybe standing on my feet for a few hours would hurry things along. I’m not sleeping, so why make someone else get up early on New Year’s Day?”

				Another nice woman, Aidan thought grimly. They were everywhere. He shouldn’t even be looking at her, let alone having a conversation.

				“Want some aspirin?” she asked.

				“No, thanks. I’ll be fine.”

				Patience grinned at Shelby. “I don’t believe that, do you?”

				“Not for a second, but it’s fun to let him pretend.”

				They were mocking him. He was about to protest that he was sitting right there when he remembered that he deserved it. That and more.

				Patience finished refilling his mug and then walked back to the counter. Before Aidan could refocus, Shelby leaned toward him.

				“How would being married make you stuck?” she repeated.

				She wasn’t going away. He got that. So fine. He would tell her the truth. “If you love someone, you’re stuck. You have to do things you don’t want to do.”

				“You’re not talking about going to restaurants you don’t like, or taking out the trash, are you?”

				“No.”

				“I didn’t think so.” She studied him. “So the tourists were a way to stay safe.” The smile returned. “And get laid. A twofer.”

				“I really wish you wouldn’t put it like that.”

				“Because it makes you a jerk?”

				He thought about what had happened the previous night. “What did you hear? About the woman?”

				“This and that. Tell me your version.”

				He wasn’t sure if she’d been sent to make sure he got that he deserved to be punished or if this was just one of those happy accidents. Either way, he was going to spill his guts and let fate take care of the rest.

				“I was hanging out at The Man Cave for their New Year’s Eve party. With friends.” He’d been drinking beer...at least at first. A hangover hadn’t been part of his master plan.

				“This woman walked up to me.”

				“Did you recognize her?”

				“Of course.” Sort of. “I knew we’d probably hung out over the summer.”

				“Hung out being a euphemism for had sex?”

				He winced. “You’re a lot less delicate than you look.”

				“Thank you. So she said hi, and...?”

				Aidan sighed. “She didn’t say hi. She walked up to me and said she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about me. That the week we’d had together had changed her. She was hoping I felt the same way because she wanted to quit her job and move to Fool’s Gold to be with me.”

				Shelby waited. He was pretty sure she knew the punch line to the joke that was his life, but hey, he could say it. In fact, saying it out loud was probably a good thing. Or at the very least, well deserved.

				“It wasn’t a week,” he said firmly. “If it had been a week, I would have remembered.”

				“Her?”

				He cleared his throat. “Her name. I couldn’t remember her name. Or when she’d been here. She got that right away. She got mad and started yelling.”

				The bar had gone quiet as the scorned woman had called him everything from a rat bastard to a male whore. He’d taken it because he honest to God couldn’t remember her name. He’d spent at least a couple of days with her, had talked to her, laughed with her, had sex with her and walked away without being able to remember who she was.

				Which made him everything she’d called him and worse. He didn’t mind that he had had a lot of women in his life, but to not remember their names—that was bad. It was the hookup equivalent of a drunk waking up in a gutter with no recollection of how he got there. She was his rock bottom. Not that she would appreciate the fact, unless she could also bury him under said rocks.

				“What happens now?” Shelby asked.

				“Hell if I know. I didn’t like what I saw in her face. I’m sorry I hurt her. I’m sorry I’ve become that kind of guy. I want to do better. I have to change. I never meant to hurt anybody. That was the point. No one was supposed to get hurt.” He shook his head, held in a groan, then drank more coffee. “What does it matter? I am that guy.” He put down the mug. “Or I was.”

				“You’re going to change?”

				“Yeah. I have to. Not wanting to get stuck is one thing, but to be such an ass... That’s not me.”

				Shelby’s gaze was steady. She looked at him for a long time before nodding. “Okay. Thanks for talking to me.”

				“You gonna slap me or absolve me?”

				“Neither. I was curious.”

				“Whatever floats your boat.”

				She laughed. “Keep hydrating, Aidan. And the next time someone offers you aspirin, you should probably take it.”

				“Thanks for the advice.”

				“Anytime.”

				She stood and carried her mug to the counter and put it in the bin for dirty dishes. Aidan watched her shrug into her coat then walk out into the cold morning.

				Pretty, he thought absently. Not that her appearance meant anything to him because he knew at least part of the solution to his problem. Swearing off women would be drastic, but it would also help make things right. Yup, that was what he had to do. Give them up completely. Forever. Starting now.

				* * *

				THE SIDEWALKS IN town were clear, with snow piled up by the curb. Christmas trees and holly wreaths still hung in store windows, along with banners proclaiming the New Year. Fool’s Gold was a town defined by the seasons and the festivals that went with them. Shelby liked the ever-changing decorations that hung off the light posts. By Monday all the signs of Christmas and New Year’s would be gone, replaced by the bright colors of Cabin Fever Days. Snowmen would appear in front yards and there would be an ice-sculpture competition in the park.

				She’d already heard from several of the artists who’d sent her sketches of their designs. From those, she’d created a simple template, which was turned into a cookie cutter. During the popular festival, the bakery would sell the custom cookies in the store and in their two food carts.

				This would be their second year operating the food carts and the first offering custom cookies. Both had been her idea and Shelby was excited and nervous about the cookies. Excited because she was sure they were going to be a hit. Nervous because they were her second big suggestion as a new business owner.

				Last fall she’d bought in to Ambrosia Bakery as a minority partner. There were days she still couldn’t believe she actually owned part of a business. Her! While she’d loved culinary school, she’d quickly realized that the pastry classes were her favorite and had changed her major to baking and pastry arts. Her internship had led to a job and her life had been on track.

				For all of fifteen minutes, she thought ruefully. Then her mom had gotten sick and everything had changed.

				Shelby paused at the corner. It was still early in the day. The bakery was closed for the holiday, so she could go home and enjoy a rare long weekend. Or, she could go to work and play with cookies—perfecting the decorating of the custom ice-sculpture-inspired shapes.

				As home was a small one-bedroom apartment where no one waited for her—not even a goldfish—she turned right on Second and walked toward the familiar white storefront with the pretty silver awning. Before she got there, a car pulled up next to her and a blond woman got out.

				Shelby smiled at her friend Madeline. “Shouldn’t you be off being romantic with your movie-star fiancé?”

				Madeline hugged her blue coat close and grinned. “I have been, but we’re taking a rest. I came home to get a few things and thought I’d say hi.” She wrinkled her nose. “I just knew you’d be working today.”

				Shelby held up both hands. “I’m not at the bakery.”

				“You’re three feet away.”

				Shelby laughed. “Okay, yes. I’m going to play with the new cookie designs. Why not? It’s quiet and I like baking.”

				“Any leftovers for hungry friends?”

				“I’m sure there are.”

				Shelby locked the front door behind them, then flipped on the lights. She loved being the first person in the building. Everywhere she looked, there was the promise of delicious things to come. The huge bowls, the racks brimming with supplies, the massive ovens—all ready to make magic from a few ingredients.

				Shelby had always enjoyed cooking, but culinary school had given her the technical expertise that had freed her creativity. While she could appreciate the perfection of a smooth and spicy sauce or a delicious entrée, the truth was most people celebrated little moments with a cookie or a brownie or cake. No one said, “Yay, you got a raise. Let’s have a sandwich.”

				She liked that, on a daily basis, she was a part of people’s lives. That Fridays were made a little brighter because of her donuts or pastries. That weddings and baby showers were prettier with her cakes and that birthdays came in all colors and shapes.

				She pointed to the small bistro tables by the window. The bakery had more of a walk-in clientele, but they did have a few chairs for the odd tourist who wanted to eat in.

				“What would you like? I have cupcakes, but they’re a day old.”

				“I can make that work,” Madeline said with a grin. “Anything day old from you is better than fresh anywhere else.”

				Shelby laughed. “I don’t care if you’re just saying that to be a good friend. I’m going to accept the compliment and hold it close to my heart.”

				“As you should.”

				Shelby went into the back and pulled out several large plastic bins, where the pastries that hadn’t sold were stored. After selecting an assortment, she piled them onto a plate before starting the small coffeemaker the employees used. She collected mugs and napkins, then took everything to the front of the bakery.

				Light spilled in through the big window. Despite the chill in the air, the day promised to be sunny. The mountains to the east reminded her of Colorado—where she and her brother had grown up. Those had been fun, happy times, she reminded herself. More good than bad, at least when she’d been younger. Eventually the bad would fade and she would be left with only positive recollections.

				She sat across from Madeline and studied her friend. Madeline’s eyes were bright with love and contentment and her skin practically glowed.

				“Being in love agrees with you,” Shelby told her.

				“I feel amazing. Like I’ve been waiting for Jonny all my life. When I’m with him, I can barely breathe and when I’m away from him, I can’t wait to see him again.”

				“Young love,” Shelby said with a sigh. “I remember it well.”

				Madeline laughed. “Oh, please. You’re twenty-eight, which means you don’t get to mock young love.”

				“I wasn’t mocking. I was expressing gentle envy. I’m happy for you and I’d like a little of that myself.” She paused, then leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Not with Jonny, of course.”

				“I knew that.”

				Shelby stood. “Let me go pour the coffee, then we’ll eat sugary carbs until we can’t move.”

				“Sounds like a plan.” Madeline followed her into the back. “You doing okay?”

				The question sounded casual enough, but Shelby sensed the concern. Her friend had found her crying the Sunday after Christmas. She’d been phoning and texting regularly ever since.

				“I’m fine. Better. I was just missing my mom.”

				Shelby poured them both large mugs of coffee. Madeline added creamer to hers, then they walked back to the small table by the window.

				“The holidays are hard,” Shelby admitted. “I always miss her, but it’s worse this time of year.”

				“It’s your second year without her, isn’t it?”

				“Uh-huh.”

				Last year had been worse. She’d been in a new place, on her own. Kipling had still been in rehab after his skiing accident. She’d flown down to spend Christmas with him, then had returned to Fool’s Gold and her job. But through the entire holiday season, she’d been acutely aware of the fact that except for her brother, she had no one in the world. Something she wanted to change.

				Madeline’s blue eyes turned knowing. “So last Christmas you were dealing with a fresh loss, while this year, you’re more settled. But Kipling’s married now, with a baby on the way, so everything is still different.”

				“Possibly.”

				“I’ll take that as a yes. How can I help?”

				“You already are helping by being my friend.”

				Madeline grinned. “But that’s so easy.”

				“I’m glad to hear that.” Shelby picked up a peanut butter cookie. Even a couple of days old, they were still soft and sweet, with the perfect hint of crispness. The bite she took practically melted on her tongue.

				“So,” Madeline said as she leaned forward. “Have you decided? Are you going to go for it?”

				Shelby thought about the alternative. Always making a bad decision for the very best of reasons. She wanted more. Of course, feeling safe was important, but she’d meant what she said before—she wanted what her friend had. A wonderful man to love who would love her in return. But to find that, to even start looking, she had to get over her fears.

				Baby steps, she reminded herself. First a man as a friend, then a man as a significant other.

				Shelby drew in a breath. “I’m going to do it,” she said firmly.

				Madeline’s brows rose. “Seriously? Good for you. Have you picked the guy?”

				“Aidan Mitchell.”

				Her friend’s brows went up another half inch as Madeline’s mouth fell open. “Aidan?”

				Shelby nodded. “Did you hear what happened last night?”

				“With Aidan? No. What?”

				Shelby filled her in on the incident at The Man Cave. She’d heard a couple of different versions before getting confirmation from Aidan himself. She spared no detail of the poor woman’s distress and Aidan’s hungover self-loathing.

				“So why is what happened a good thing?” Madeline asked, sounding doubtful.

				“Because he feels awful about the whole situation. He’s disappointed in himself and he says he wants to change.”

				For her plan to work, she was going to need cooperation. “When you think about it, he’s kind of in the same position I am. We both want to be better people than we are now.”

				“No,” Madeline said, interrupting. “You want to deal with something bad that happened in your past. He wants to stop being icky when it comes to women. There’s a difference.”

				“Agreed, but we’re both still heading in the same direction. What do you think?”

				She wanted Madeline’s opinion for a lot of reasons. Not only because she trusted her friend, but Madeline had grown up in Fool’s Gold. She’d known Aidan all her life. If he had a dark or violent past, Madeline would tell her everything.

				Her friend reached for another cookie and took a bite before answering.

				“If he’s serious about changing his ways, then he’s a good choice. He was always nice. You know, in a guy way.” Madeline’s mouth turned up. “What about sex?”

				Shelby rolled her eyes. “I’m not interested in sex. That part of me isn’t broken.”

				“What if he needs the incentive?”

				“I don’t think he will. Not after what happened last night. This isn’t about romance. It’s about something more important. Both of us healing. For me, it’s my heart. Or maybe my trust. I’m not sure how to explain it exactly. I just know that being friends, not lovers, is the answer.”

				“Good luck getting him to go for that.”

				“He says he wants to be a better man,” Shelby said, not sure if she was convincing the other woman or herself. “If he is, then this is one way for that to happen.” She bit her lower lip. She was taking a big step, but there didn’t seem to be another way. “So you think he’s an okay guy?”

				“I do.”

				“Then I’m going to ask him if he’s interested.”

				“Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall. You’ll tell me what happens?”

				“Absolutely. I think he’s going to be fine with it. We’ll help each other and then move on with our lives.”

				“The road to hell,” Madeline murmured.

				Aidan had used the same expression that morning, Shelby remembered. Intentions were practically resolutions. She had hers for the New Year. A plan to finally put her past behind her and move forward with her life. Now all she needed was a willing partner and in a matter of months everything would be exactly how she’d always dreamed.

				* * * * *

				Read the rest! BEST OF MY LOVE is available soon everywhere books are sold.
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