

Chapter Eleven

Friends to Lovers. Lovers to Friends.

Caro woke with a puppy curled up in the blankets next to her. She hadn’t even attempted to make Frankie sleep in a crate or on the floor. One look at those sweet brown eyes, and she’d been a goner. Besides, Caro needed a little snuggling after everything that had happened with Lucy.

Caro knew her sister would be okay. One, because Lucy was strong. But two, because of the strength that would always be at her back in the form of her, Lilah, and Sasha. They knew what had happened, and they’d all be there if Lucy needed anything.

Her sister wasn’t alone.

And Caro had also appreciated not being alone that night. Turned out, Frankie was a burrower, into both blankets and hearts. The second Caro had put her on the bed, the dog had found her way under the covers and stayed there until morning.

Caro pulled the quilt up, looking for the little ball of fur.

“Good morning.” One pet to her side, and Frankie rolled onto her back, exposing her entire belly. “How’d you sleep? All warm and toasty?”

Frankie wiggled around, her paws flailing in the air as she moved her head back and forth, playfully biting at Caro’s fingers.

“Is that so?” Caro laughed, that same joy the dog inspired yesterday filling her chest again.

Caro let Frankie play for a little bit before she scooped her up and took her outside. She knew the short span of a puppy bladder, and she really didn’t want an accident in her bed.

She took a deep breath of the crisp morning air. Friday had dawned bright and beautiful, the storm long gone, not a cloud in the clear blue sky. If the weather was any indication of the day to come, it was going to be good. At least, she hoped so, since she’d be spending several hours with Max.

They’d made so much progress the day before, and she just wanted to keep going in a positive direction with him. But not the direction her family thought.

That wasn’t a possibility.

Yes, she was still attracted to him. How could she not be? And the few times they’d touched, she thought her skin was going to burst into flames. But that had always been the case. And sure, yesterday afternoon had made her remember a feeling she hadn’t experienced for fourteen years. But none of it changed the facts.

They didn’t live in the same place. They’d become different people over the years.

But are we really that different? And why does being with him feel the same?

Caro shook her head, pulling herself back to the moment. “Come on,” she said as she lifted Frankie from the grass and climbed the stairs. “Let’s get ready for whatever this is.”

About forty minutes later, Caro, Lucy, and Frankie were slowly heading down Alexander Avenue. Slowly being the key word.

Frankie was proving just how much she didn’t like a leash. She kept trying to get it in her mouth, biting at the air around her and spinning in circles. The second she got a chance, she chewed on the bright pink nylon. She also zigzagged back and forth on the sidewalk, getting under Caro’s and Lucy’s feet.

The real problem was, the more Frankie dragged her paws, the longer it took Caro to get to her second cup of coffee.

“Okay, that’s enough practice for now.” Caro scooped Frankie into her arms, and the dog gave her cheek a nice big lick. “Thank you, Frankie,” she said as she stretched her shoulder up and wiped her face against her T-shirt.

“You’re going to need a much bigger caffeine boost for puppy training,” Lucy said as they turned the corner. She was looking even better that morning; no doubt a good night’s sleep in a safe place had done wonders.

“Yes, that and a carb boost,” Caro agreed as her stomach growled, the smell of fresh pastries from Browned Butter filling the air.

“Umm, about that.” Lucy eyed the glass doors warily as they stopped in front of the shop. “I don’t know if I should go in there. Maybe you should just get my order, and I’ll stay out here with Frankie.”

“You scared of Theo?” Caro asked, adjusting Frankie in her arms.

Lucy’s head snapped over to Caro, her pouty lips in a deep frown. “I’m not scared of anyone, especially Theo Taylor.”

“Then why do you want to hide outside? Shouldn’t you just rip the Band-Aid off?”

“This isn’t going to be ripping-a-Band-Aid-off kind of pain; this is going to be getting-your-bikini-area-waxed pain.”

“You’re going to be here for a while. How do you plan on avoiding him?”

“I hadn’t thought it out yet.”

“Also, your best friends are his best friends.”

“Ugh, fine. Let’s get this over with.” Lucy reached for the door handle.

The little bell above the door rang, signaling a new customer as they walked in. It was just after nine o’clock, and there was a bit of a line, the morning rush still going strong. Caro peeked over to the register to see who was running it and spotted the blond head of Juliet Taylor, Theo’s mother. Lucy’s shoulders relaxed next to Caro’s.

“You think she’s going to be any easier on you?” Caro whispered. “She’s going to go full-on mama bear when she finds out what you did.”

Juliet had been like a sister to their mother, and as such, she treated the Buchanan kids like her own.

“I don’t doubt it,” Lucy agreed before her eyes darted back to the counter. “Shit,” she whispered as her entire body stiffened.

Caro turned to see Theo coming through the door to the kitchen, a tray filled with croissants in his hands. His eyes came up, looking over the line before his feet slowed to a stop and his entire body stilled. It was very clear by his frown that he’d just spotted Lucy. The anger that flashed through his eyes was obvious, even from this distance.

If looks could kill, Lucy would have been six feet under. While Caro still had that instinct to protect her sister, she knew whatever this was with Theo was Lucy’s battle to fight. It always had been. Besides, they’d all promised no kid gloves last night, so she was going to act like she usually did when it came to those two.

“I think he’s happy to see you,” Caro whispered out of the side of her mouth.

“Shut up,” Lucy snapped back.

Theo looked away, continuing to the pastry display and opening the case. Once the croissants were in place, he headed for the register, tapping his mother on the shoulder and pointing over to the line.

Juliet’s eyes went huge the second they landed on Lucy. “Excuse me?!” she all but shouted, making some of the people in line jump and look around. “Lucy Evelyn Buchanan. What are you doing here?”

“She middle-named you. You are in trouble.”

“Shut up,” Lucy repeated, this time elbowing Caro in the ribs. The move jostled Frankie a little bit, and the dog squirmed in Caro’s arms. “Sorry, Frankie.” She patted the dog’s head. “But she deserved it.”

Juliet moved out from behind the counter and crossed the space in a few quick steps, throwing her arms around Lucy and hauling her in for a hug. “How long are you visiting?”

“I’m not visiting. I’m moving back for a bit.”

Lucy hadn’t said it very loudly, but her voice carried to where Theo was listening from his spot at the cash register. His entire body tensed, a feat considering he was already so rigid he was in danger of snapping in two.

Juliet’s blue eyes filled with concern as they searched Lucy’s face for answers. “You let me know if you need anything. You understand? Anything.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Okay, baby.” She gave Lucy another hug. She let go, then leaned in and pressed a kiss to Caro’s cheek. “It looks like a lot of things are happening around here lately. It’s going to be fun to watch. See you later, loves.” She winked before she headed back to the counter.

“That went better than expected.”

“We still aren’t done,” Lucy said under her breath as the line moved again and they were standing in front of Theo.

“Hello.” Even under his thick beard, Caro saw his jaw tic. He managed to pull a smile into place, but there wasn’t an ounce of warmth in it.

“Theo.” Lucy said his name a bit hard.

“The usual?” he asked Caro.

“It’s actually going to be a dozen donuts today, a box of croissants, four sweet potato cookies, and four peanut butter cookies.”

Theo typed the order into the iPad in front of him as Caro named the donuts she wanted. “And you?” he asked, not even looking up.

“Cookies and cream, and strawberry shortcake.”

“Coming right up.” He still didn’t glance at her as he flipped the screen toward them, then walked off.

“Oh,” Lucy said under her breath. “He’s making you pay today.”

“Hey, he doesn’t always give me free donuts. Just when he’s in a good mood . . . which is never when you’re around.”

“Isn’t that the truth.”

* * *

MAX STARED DOWN at ten crates of strawberries, each filled to the brim. They’d been delivered the day before and kept in the cool garage until Ava could get to them today. Or, really, until they could get to them.

He was now very much a part of that day’s project: strawberry jam. They’d be making it, jarring it, and labeling it, all for the Saturday market the following morning.

He was a big fan of strawberry jam but more the eating-it part. Producing it was a lengthy, messy process, and they were making a lot. It was going to be a long day, not helped by the fact that his sleep had been restless. Full of dreams of tangled limbs, soft brown hair twisted in his fingers, citrus-scented skin, breathy sighs across parted lips . . .

When he’d woken up, he thought he’d just been dreaming about that prom night from all those years ago. Memories stirred up from the pictures in Martin’s office and made all the more real by the afternoon spent with her. Except Caro’s hair was shorter in the dream, the length it was now, just past her shoulder blades. She smelled of lemon—not the orange of long ago—the scent that had been haunting him since he’d gotten to Cruickshank. And her mouth had been painted the bright red she’d been wearing at Quigley’s the other night.

It wasn’t all that surprising that Caro had been at the forefront of his brain, since Ava had wanted a full blow-by-blow breakdown of the day before. He’d thought giving in to her questioning was his best option, because maybe she’d let up.

But he’d been wrong.

“So are you guys friends again?” she pressed.

“We’re friendly. Can’t you just be happy with that?”

“Hmph,” she’d huffed as she took her coffee outside and went to water her flowers. She wasn’t satisfied with that response, judging by the frown she was still wearing thirty minutes later when she asked him to get the strawberries.

Max grabbed the closest crate and headed for the kitchen. He’d just set the last one on the island when the heavy wooden door swung open and there stood Caro, holding a bag from Browned Butter and a carrier of coffee cups.

Her hair was pulled up in her signature messy bun, and she was wearing a pink sweater, with black shorts that hugged her curves. There was a small smile on her face.

She was still so unbelievably beautiful.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” he repeated, his own lips twitching at the corners. “Did you bring Frankie?”

“Yeah.” She pointed behind her at the door. “Ava took her from me. She’s fussing over Lucy now. I thought I’d give them a moment.” Her eyes moved to the crates, and she let out a soft sigh. “Well, we’re going to be busy today. Good thing I brought some fuel.” She held up the bag and drink carrier. “Caffeine and carbs.”

“Bless you.” He stepped forward, taking the coffees from her.

“I got you a hazelnut latte, like you ordered the other day.”

“Thanks.” He set the carrier on the counter, spotting his name on one of the paper cups. Caro set the massive bag from Browned Butter next to it, then reached across him to grab her coffee.

The scent of lemon filled his nose and lungs. It took everything in him not to turn to her, to grab her and press his face to her neck. But then she was taking a step back, just out of reach.

Always out of reach these days.

He brought the cup of coffee to his nose, taking a deep breath that would hopefully clear his head. But as Caro dug through the bag filled with pastries, he knew there would be no hope for a clear head today.

“Donuts,” she said as she popped open the first box.

Max groaned as he looked inside, spotting half a dozen of the triple chocolate. The donut that had always been their favorite. A soft and airy chocolate donut, filled with whipped milk chocolate, and covered in rich, dark ganache.

It was perfection.

Max hadn’t made his way into the bakery since he’d been back in town, mainly because if he had, he would’ve ordered a whole dozen of these and eaten them all by himself. He’d already had a veggie omelet for breakfast, but he’d never been one to resist these donuts . . . so why start now?

They reached into the box at the exact same moment, laughing as they both went for the biggest one. Max got there first, and Caro relented, picking the second biggest.

“Cheers,” she said as she bumped her donut to his.

Max hesitated for just a second, watching as Caro bit into hers. She closed her eyes and made a soft groan of satisfaction. That sound was a hook behind Max’s navel, jerking up.

Fuuuuuuuucccckkkk.

Everything about it was a sweet torment, so he joined in, taking a bite from his own donut. It was exactly as perfect as he remembered.

“So, how was Ava when you got home yesterday?” Caro asked before she took another bite, seemingly oblivious to Max’s inner turmoil. Her tongue darted out to lick some chocolate from the side of her lip.

Focus, man. Focus.

“Oh, you know, a full-on grilling that’s continued this morning.”

“Something to look forward to. At least she’s distracted with Lucy for a bit.”

“Well, when she is no longer distracted, just know that she hasn’t been satisfied with what I told her at all. I explained we were good now, but she wants us to be friends again.”

Caro laughed. “We haven’t been friends since I was twelve and you were thirteen . . .”

She trailed off, both of them apparently remembering when he’d pulled her behind the oak tree in the backyard and kissed her for the first time.

He could still hear the little catch in her throat right before he’d pressed his mouth to hers. Neither of them had known what they were doing, but it didn’t take long for them to figure it out.

God, he wanted to kiss her again, to taste her chocolate-flavored mouth . . .

“Do you think it’s possible?” Caro asked. “For us to be friends again.”

He didn’t know, but he was saved from having to answer because the door behind them swung open. Ava led the group, still holding Frankie, with Lucy and Beau following behind.

“You knew Lucy was back yesterday, and you didn’t tell me?” Ava narrowed her eyes on Max, a frown in place. “You said you told me the whole story.”

“I told you about finding Frankie.” He indicated the dog. “Lucy wasn’t part of that, and she asked me not to tell you.”

“Yes, well. If you left that part out, I’m just wondering what else you left out.”

Max rolled his eyes. “None of it. Here,” he said as he grabbed the cup labeled chai from the carrier. “Maybe this will make you less cranky about it.” He held the drink out, giving Frankie a little scratch on the head. The dog licked his hand, flailing a little bit in Ava’s arms.

“I’m not cranky.” Ava adjusted Frankie before she grabbed the drink, looking down at the name written in black marker on the other side. “Who’s Aubrey?”

It was super unfortunate that Max had just taken a sip of his own coffee, because he inhaled it down the wrong pipe. Caro was laughing as he coughed, trying to breathe properly again.

“You’re hilarious.” Max frowned.

“Thanks, I think so too.” She turned to Ava. “It’s just an inside joke between Max and me.”

Ava’s eyes narrowed as she looked between them, studying them. And then she gave a small nod. For whatever reason, that answer seemed to satisfy her.

God, his grandmother was an enigma half the time. It drove him crazy, but he wouldn’t take her any other way.

They spent the next couple of minutes munching on donuts while Ava told them the game plan and what everyone’s task was for the afternoon. It came as absolutely no surprise that he and Caro were both given the job of cutting the tops off the strawberries. They set up matching stations at the center island and got to work.

He knew perfectly well what Ava was doing, but he’d naively thought she’d let up after the progress they’d made the day before. But no, she was doubling down, trying even harder to force them together. Maybe so they could be friends?

But he wasn’t sure if it was possible. He’d always want Caro in a way that was more than friendly. And the more time he was with her, the more he knew how true that was.

Knowing all that didn’t change how much he enjoyed working next to her that day. How he’d catch a sly look on her face whenever she said something clever. But she’d always been funny, had always had the ability to make him laugh harder than anyone ever could. Just like he’d once had the same ability with her.

There was a joy being around her. One he hadn’t known in years. One he’d barely remembered was possible. One he’d tried to forget.

But there was no forgetting it as he went to bed that night. He thought about her laugh for hours, which was probably what caused him to dream about her mouth.	

* * *

THERE WAS NO time for Max to get a break from whatever these feelings were with Caro. He was in for yet another many hours working right alongside her at the Saturday market the following morning.

From mid-spring through early fall, the Cruickshank Market happened every Saturday morning. The Sweeny Park pavilion was right next to the Duncan-Finley Barn, and both were already lined with vendors who were setting up their booths and tables for the day.

Local farmers were there with their fresh fruits, vegetables, honeys, and jams. Craftspeople had come with all their wares: quilts, woodworking, wind chimes, art, jewelry, and a variety of other things that Max couldn’t get a good look at from where he was walking. There was a lady who was selling incense, another who had all-natural soaps and lotions, and even a guy who made hand-knotted hammocks.

People were already walking around with fresh cups of coffee from Dancing Donkey in one hand and a hot pastry from Browned Butter in the other, watching and waiting as the booths were set up.

A vendor with pre-bagged caramel popcorn and a continuous turnover of freshly popped kettle corn was expertly stationed next to the Cruickshank Community Arts drink stand. Just looking at the treats made Max thirsty. The beverage booth would have a consistent line once the late morning sun started to warm things up. Their freshly squeezed lemonade was irresistible. If Max hadn’t been doing everything in his power to avoid lemons, he’d have gotten a cup . . . or two . . . or three.

There was always a team or organization from Mount MacCallion High School running the car wash. That morning it was the drama club pulling out the hoses and setting up the signs. On the opposite side of the park, two guys were playing guitar while a group of thirty or so people were finishing up a yoga class under a cluster of dogwood trees.

Max’s eyes lingered in that direction, knowing that Caro was over there. She’d mentioned that she and Lucy would be taking the class before heading over to join them. The group was too far away to really see, but he was almost positive she and Lucy were in the back right corner.

But he pulled his gaze away, focusing on his and Ava’s destination, the booth in the back corner of the pavilion: Cruickshank Cats and Dogs Rescue. There were a dozen or so crates with dogs ranging in size from a tiny Chihuahua to a massive Great Dane. A pen of seven puppies sat next to a crate with an orange tabby cat and her three kittens.

“So, someone donates something for the rescue to sell every week?” Max asked as he set the box with strawberry jam down.

“Usually a couple of people. Mary Laird always makes her apple butter when it’s in season, and Robyn Bryant has a pepper jelly that is just”—she made a chef’s kiss in the air—“especially with a little cream cheese on some freshly toasted bread. It’s amazing. I have some at home, but I’ll need to get another jar if she has some today.”

“As I live and breathe. Maximillian Abbott,” a voice said from behind them.

Max turned around to see Lorraine Taylor in bright purple overalls, her hands resting on her curvy hips.

“Get over here and give me a hug.” She swiped her long black braids over her shoulder, holding her arms out wide.

“Hi, Lorraine.” Max smiled as he walked into her open arms.

She gave him a tight squeeze before letting go, her hands moving to his biceps as she looked him up and down. “You’re looking good, Max.”

“So are you,” he said, giving her a slow, easy grin. Just like all her children, she had the same dusting of freckles across her brown cheeks and nose, and those golden brown eyes.

“Are you flirting with me?” She let go, lightly smacking him on both arms as she laughed, shaking her head. “Is he flirting with me?” she repeated, turning to Ava.

“It appears that way.” Ava nodded.

“You know I’m twice your age, right?”

“You still look as beautiful as I remember. And I’m still very much single.”

“You’re ridiculous.” Lorraine shook her head at him, her mouth forming a smirk. “Anyways, you going to help your grandmother sell our wares?”

“That’s the plan. If there’s a lull, I want to walk around for a little bit. It’s been about ten years since I’ve been to one of these,” he said as he glanced at all the activity around them.

“That’s too long, Max.”

“I know. I won’t let it be that long again.”

“You better not. You’ve been missed,” she said as she lightly squeezed his arm. “Now, help me set up.” Lorraine moved around him to the back of the tables, where a couple of neon green Tupperware containers were stacked. She popped the lid off the container at the top of the stack before pulling out a long white vinyl roll. “This banner needs to be put up along the front. There’s a hook attached to the top right corner of the table.”

“Got it,” Max said as he moved to one end while Lorraine went to the other. Max looped the metal grommet onto the hook that had been screwed into the table before taking a step back and looking at the sign.

CRUICKSHANK CATS AND DOGS RESCUE was drawn out in a rainbow of colors, each shade blending into the next. Different cartoon cats and dogs were drawn all around. Some were in front, some on top of the letters, some peeking out from behind.

He’d seen so many of these doodles over the years that there was no doubt in his mind who’d done it. “This is Caro’s work.”

“It is,” Lorraine said next to him. “She’s done all our art. We did a refresh a couple of years ago, and it’s made all the difference in the world.”

“She always was really talented.”

“In so many ways. She and Lucy are almost finished with yoga. Good thing too. It’s going to be a busy day.” Lorraine looked around to where the class was at.

“I’m going to get the rest of the stuff from the car.” Max pointed to the parking lot. They’d had to drive instead of walk because of the amount of stuff they had to bring. There were two more boxes of strawberry jam and another of lemon curd that needed to be unloaded.

When he came back with the last of it, Caro and Lucy had joined the group.

Caro’s hair was pulled back in a braid, a handful of tendrils falling down around her face. She was wearing a simple white tank top that was tied up in the middle, exposing her belly button. But his real focus was on her yoga pants, which had lacy mesh side panels running all the way up to the waist band.

Is she wearing underwear?

Oh, good God. If there was absolutely any chance of him surviving this, he really, really needed to not be thinking about her underwear, or lack thereof. His brain very unhelpfully flashed back to the other day when he’d spotted the scrap of blue lace that she’d pulled from the dryer.

“Hey,” Caro said, giving him that smile that drove him crazy.

“Hey.” Despite all the uncertainty that swirled around them, he couldn’t help but smile back.

“Long time no see,” Lucy said as she bumped her shoulder against his. “I thought we made more than this yesterday.” She indicated the jars.

“Oh, this isn’t even half of it,” Max said, setting the box down behind the table. “I think you guys are going to be selling strawberry jam all summer.”

“Oh, no we won’t.” Lorraine shook her head. “That along with the lemon curd will be gone by the end of the afternoon. Mark my words. The people here don’t mess around with the stuff your grandmother makes. Which is why I will be buying mine right now,” she said as she snatched four jars from the table. Two of the curd and two of the jam.

Max laughed as he moved to help Ava finish lining up the jars.

“Caro, Max was impressed with your banner,” Lorraine said, her light and casual air fooling no one. “Knew it was your work immediately.”

Good God, she was just as bad as Ava.

Caro glanced over at him, but the expression on her face wasn’t pleasure. She looked uncertain . . . worried. “Thanks,” she said slowly.

“You’re welcome?” His words came out like a question. Wanting to move past whatever this awkward moment was, he pointed to a box that was labeled BOOKS. “Do you want me to put these out?”

“No,” Caro said a bit too loudly. “We don’t need those.”

Lorraine and Ava looked over at her, frowning, but it was Lorraine who spoke. “We’re focusing on the jars today.”

“Gotcha.” Max nodded, but he didn’t miss Caro pushing the box to the side before stacking something else on top of it.
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