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        LILA

      

        

      
        END OF SEPTEMBER

      

      

      I always forgot what fall in Pennsylvania was like. The leaves turned color almost overnight, and the air got chilly enough that all you needed was a light jacket and a cup of hot cider. Maybe it was my imagination, but the town almost smelled of cinnamon and pumpkin, like it was teasing me for being gone for so long.

      In California, you could find hipsters with big bushy beards wearing flannel and girls sipping on pumpkin spice lattes, but it wasn’t the same as fall in Drakesville, Pennsylvania. Having lived on the other side of the country since college, my memory of what an East Coast fall looked like had slipped away.

      When I walked up into the town square for the annual Arts Fest with my sister and her kids, fallen leaves crunched beneath my boots, reminding me of how much I loved this season. I marveled at how pretty the trees looked, painted in shades of red, yellow, and orange. If you’ve ever wanted to see how gorgeous autumn could be in my home state, come to Drakesville and see for yourself.

      I pulled my plaid jacket around myself and shivered at the autumn air hitting me in the face. That prompted a laugh from my sister, Kelsey. “It’s like sixty degrees. How are you cold?”

      “This is cold for me!” I argued.

      She laughed and shook her head as she held her toddler on her hip. “You’ve been in California too long. It’s perfect weather for the Arts Fest.”

      My niece Callie babbled on my sister’s hip as my other niece Cora clasped my hand and stomped on the leaves with me. My sister hadn’t been happy about me encouraging that behavior. But how could you enjoy fall if you couldn’t jump into the leaves?

      I hadn’t been back to town for my favorite season in years. I barely made it back for Thanksgiving or Christmas. Part of that was because I worked a demanding job as an intellectual property lawyer for a big tech company. The other part was that I actively avoided coming home at all costs. I’d do anything to avoid running into Declan MacGregor.

      But when you caught your fiancé sleeping with his secretary and your mom called, saying your dad wanted to sell the family bar, you got your ass on a plane home to sort it all out.

      Sullivan’s Bar was a staple in our town, and I couldn’t bear the thought of my dad selling it. So many things in town had changed since I left for Stanford. I didn’t want the bar to be yet another one of those things.

      Dad didn’t want to talk about it when he picked me up from the airport last night. Instead, he kept asking me if I had set a date for my wedding. I hadn’t told my family Chad and I had broken up yet. Or that I had quit my job because of it.

      “Auntie Lila, can we get cookies from the bakery?” my niece asked, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “Ask your mommy,” I said.

      My sister frowned.

      Cora was already hopped up on sugar because I was the fun aunt. That’s what Kels got for berating me about being thirty-four with no babies of my own. I thought I’d have that soon, but a part of me was glad I never settled on a wedding date. Maybe deep down, I always knew it wasn’t going to work out with Chad.

      We hadn’t been in a good place in a long time. When he proposed, I only said yes because I thought I was running out of time and options. I wanted a family, but my techie fiancé never made time for me, and we worked in the same damn building. Sure, he had more pressure on him as the CEO, but I worked the same soul-sucking hours. His cheating on me was only half the reason I sent in my resignation and headed home to Pennsylvania.

      “Cora, no. You’ll spoil your dinner,” my sister warned and shot me a glare.

      I ruffled Cora’s red hair. “Sorry, kiddo. Hey, let’s go over to the tattoo booth and get you a temporary tattoo.”

      Cora practically dragged me over to the booth. The tattoo shop, Tattooed Mamas, was female-owned, which I loved, and earlier, they were giving out temporary tattoos for the kids. It would distract Cora for a while.

      “Hey, you!” Lizzie called out to me as we approached. We had been friends since high school, and while she still had the colorful lavender hair, now her body was painted with the ink of her profession. “Lila Sullivan, as I live and breathe.”

      I frowned. “As you live and breathe, really Liz?”

      She shrugged. “I could have said, ‘hey youse guys’ instead, but I don’t think you remember what it’s like living in the Philly area anymore.”

      “Har har har. I still pronounce water ‘wooder.’ I didn’t forget my roots,” I said.

      She laughed. “What was the first thing you did when you got to town?”

      “Ate one of my dad’s cheesesteaks!”

      “What? You didn’t stop at Pat’s or Geno’s on your way back from the airport?”

      I scoffed. “What am I? A tourist?”

      We laughed together. Pat’s and Geno’s were nowhere near the airport, but it was a joke we always made when I came to town. Only tourists who went to South Street went there.

      Lizzie’s eyes darted to my niece. “Hey, Cora. You want a tattoo?”

      My little niece nodded. Lizzie smiled and brought Cora over to a chair behind the booth. Lizzie made a big production of putting the temporary tattoo on my niece’s arm. She was good with kids like that, and I had a feeling she often did this with her own.

      When it was done, Cora was all smiles and skipped over to me to show me the rainbow-colored butterfly tattoo on her bicep.

      “Wow, look at that. Did that hurt?” I asked.

      “Nope! I’m a big girl!” Cora said proudly.

      I smiled at her and smoothed down her hair. “Yes, you are. Now, what do you say to Lizzie?”

      “Thank you!” she told my friend.

      Lizzie smiled at me. “Hey! You should come to the brewery later to get a beer with me after the fest.”

      I made a face.

      I had no intention of ever stepping foot in the MacGregor Brothers Brewing Company. It might be a block away from my family’s bar, and people raved about their beers, but I wasn’t welcome there. And for good reason, too.

      “You still haven’t gone there?” Lizzie asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Lila, that was in high school. I’m sure Declan’s over your breakup by now. It’s been like fifteen years.”

      Sixteen, but who was counting? Oh right, me. Because I wasn’t over the breakup with my high school sweetheart. I wasn’t sure I ever could be. Even though I was the one to break up with him.

      Every relationship since had failed because my heart only had room for Declan freaking MacGregor. It explained why when I found Chad with his secretary, I simply took off my engagement ring and placed it on his desk. I didn’t even say anything to him. I sent him a formal email the next day informing him I was going out of town and wanted his stuff out of my house. If I had loved Chad, I wouldn’t have done that. But I left my heart in Drakesville long ago, and it was the reason I avoided coming back. It hurt too much.

      “Think about it!” Lizzie said.

      “We better go.” I waved at her while I walked with my niece to find my sister.

      Unfortunately, Kelsey was exactly where I didn’t want her to be. I found her standing in front of the brewery’s booth, talking to a tall woman with pink hair and flower tattoos on her arm. The pink-haired lady looked excited and gestured wildly with her hands. I didn’t recognize her, but she looked younger than me, so we probably never passed each other in school. Drakesville was a small town, but despite what Hallmark or the Gilmore Girls told you, you didn’t know everyone and their business when you lived here.

      Cora ran over to her mom, and my sister pretended to be wowed by the temporary tattoo on her daughter’s arm. Kelsey was a good mom; at least she gave my parents some grandkids. My biological clock was ticking, and I didn’t see that being an option for me anytime soon.

      “Look who it is!” a big, booming voice said behind me.

      I spun on my heel and came face-to-face with Nolan MacGregor.

      He looked older than I remembered. He still had that big bushy beard, and coupled with his red plaid shirt, he looked like a burly lumberjack—like a husky Brawny Man. I scanned him, then narrowed my eyes when I noticed the baby strapped to his chest. The last I heard, Nolan and his wife divorced a couple of years ago. But maybe she had a change of heart, and that was a rumor.

      “Hi, Nolan,” I sighed.

      “He’s not around. He’s doing spreadsheets,” he said, fixing me with a warning glare. “And you better stay away.”

      “Excuse me?”

      This wasn’t the first time Nolan told me to piss off. The last time I saw him, I ran into him the next town over at the super grocery store, and he told me not to bother Declan while I was in town. Nolan was nothing if not fiercely protective of his little brother.

      “You heard me, Lila. Stay away from my brother. He doesn’t need you opening up that old wound again.”

      I couldn’t ask Nolan what he meant because the baby on his chest started to cry. Nolan’s scowl increased, but he took her out of the sling and rocked her. Watching the big bear of a man gently soothe his daughter was cute.

      “Oh, there you are.” A dark-haired petite woman with curves came up behind Nolan. She took the baby from his arms. “Aw, Peanut, be good for Daddy.”

      Okay, he definitely didn’t have a baby with his ex-wife Kath. I didn’t recognize the woman beside him, but she might not be a townie. She noticed me for the first time and gave me a sheepish look as she put the baby on her hip. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? I’m Avery MacGregor. I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”

      She held out her hand to me and we shook hands. “Lila Sullivan.”

      Her blue eyes lit up. “Oh! You’re Kelsey’s sister. We teach at the high school together.” Avery saw me staring at her baby. “Do you want to hold her?”

      “Oh. Can I?”

      She nodded. “But fair warning, she likes to pull hair.”

      “And beards,” Nolan muttered.

      I smiled at that. It was good to know the more things changed in this town, the more they stayed the same, like Nolan MacGregor being a grump. Avery put the baby in my arms, who immediately tried to pull on my hair. I laughed and shook my long chestnut locks out of the way.

      Avery chuckled. “Do you have kids? Seems like you have practice with this.”

      I shook my head as I held her baby, and my heart did a somersault at how she laid her little head on my chest and curled up into me.

      “What’s her name?” I asked.

      “Norah,” Nolan grunted.

      “Oh,” I sighed, and my heart panged at the memory of Norah MacGregor. “Oh, Nol, you’re such a softie.”

      Avery beamed. “Yeah, he is.”

      Nolan scowled, but when Avery reached up on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss, a smile spread across his face. Kath never made him smile like that. I don’t remember the last time I saw Nolan MacGregor smile. I could tell he loved his wife something fierce. And he had a baby. He looked so happy, and I never thought the grouch of a man would look like that.

      “I can’t believe you have a baby,” I said.

      Avery took Norah out of my arms as she started to fuss.

      “I can’t believe you showed your face in town again,” Nolan shot back.

      Avery arched an eyebrow at her husband. I wasn’t about to tell her that her husband hated me because of what I did to his brother.

      “Lila!” my sister called out to me, distracting me from the conversation. She walked over to me with a plastic cup of beer in her hand. “Here, have a beer,” she said and handed it to me.

      I wrinkled my nose. “No, thanks.”

      “It’s a pumpkin beer. You love pumpkin,” said a voice from behind me. A deep manly voice that I was hoping I’d never hear ever again.

      Crap. This was why I never came home.
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        DECLAN

      

      

      I should have been out on the floor checking that my servers didn’t need help. Or in the loft, making sure the art show was going off without a hitch. Or over in the town square, ensuring our booth for the Arts Fest had everything it needed.

      What was I doing instead? Burying myself in spreadsheets. Because that’s what I did. I ran the numbers, did logistics, and managed the front end while my older brother Nolan brewed the beers. Thank god Gemma finally took the marketing director job over the summer, or I would have been doing that too. My big brother, god love him, was good at brewing beer, but he wasn’t a business guy.

      A knock on my office door brought me out of my thoughts. I realized I had been staring at the numbers on my spreadsheet and not getting any work done. One of our bartenders, Felix, stood in the doorway, rubbing his tattooed hand across his beard nervously.

      “Yo, boss man,” he said.

      “What’s up?” I asked and took my glasses off. I rubbed the bridge of my nose in frustration. I usually wore my contacts, but spreadsheets hurt my eyes, so those were always glasses days.

      Felix raked his hand through his shaggy black hair. “Wyatt had to call out sick, so we’re understaffed at the booth. I can’t go because it’s only me and Asher behind the bar here.”

      This expense report wasn’t getting done until later. I saved my document and shut down my computer. “I’ll handle it.”

      “You sure, man?” Felix asked.

      I waved him off. “I got it.”

      “Tell my girl she looks hot!”

      I shook my head at him. “Ew, I’m not telling Gemma that!”

      He smirked at me and walked off. I thought Felix and Gemma were great together, but since they were still so new, they were kind of annoying. Like my brother and his wife. I knew they weren’t trying to shove their happiness in my face, but sometimes it was too much to deal with.

      I smoothed my shirt down as I stood up from my desk. I grabbed my wallet and keys, and walked out of the office, shutting the door behind me. It was a short walk from the brewery to the town square where the Arts Fest was being held.

      I didn’t mind picking up the slack for my employees when I needed to. That was what the boss was supposed to do. Nolan and I both did that because we wanted our brewery to succeed. Also, because we were both workaholics. That probably stemmed from our parents dying when I was twelve and Nolan was eighteen. Growing up, I watched my older brother struggle to keep a roof over our heads. He worked his fingers to the bone until I went to Penn State on a scholarship.

      Booths from all the local businesses lined the town square as I walked up and found ours. I saw Gemma talking to Kelsey Sullivan, who had one kid on her hip and the other hugging onto her leg. Kelsey always reminded me of Lila, the girl who broke my heart when I was eighteen. She went to college in California and never came back, leaving me shattered. It was the reason I stayed away from Sullivan’s Bar in town. There were too many memories there.

      I spied Nolan and Avery talking to a brunette woman, who I couldn’t place because she had her back to me. All I could see was that she had a fantastic ass. The kind I’d love to spank while I had her pressed face-down on my bed.

      Damn, I needed to get laid.

      Kelsey called her over, and when I heard the name on her lips, I wanted to back away slowly. Lila rarely showed her face in town since she left. She visited for holidays, but we did a good job avoiding each other.

      Kelsey handed Lila a beer, but Lila shook her head. “No, thanks,” she said.

      “It’s a pumpkin beer. You love pumpkin,” I blurted out.

      Lila spun on her heel and stared at me, her mouth ajar.

      I should have walked away when I noticed her. I should have told Felix to go to the booth while I handled being behind the bar. I didn’t want to be staring into the golden-flecked eyes of the woman I was still deeply in love with.

      “Hey, Declan,” she said, looking as uncomfortable as I felt.

      My eyes roamed down her body. She looked so seasonal in her purple sweater and black skirt with a red plaid jacket. Despite being the end of September, it wasn’t that cold yet, but she was dressed like someone who hadn’t lived in Pennsylvania in a long time. Or at least someone who didn’t bother to check the weather. Her hair looked about the same. Her flowing dark locks looked like the kind you wanted to bury your face in or grab into a fist while you fucked her into submission.

      Don’t think about fucking your ex. Do not do it.

      “Hey, Lila,” I said flatly.

      “Here, take the beer,” Kelsey urged, shoving the plastic cup into her sister’s face.

      Lila rolled her eyes, but took the drink from her sister. She sipped on it slowly, and her eyes lit up. She turned back to my brother. “Oh my god, Nolan, this is amazing.”

      Avery beamed. “Isn’t it good?”

      “It’s like a pumpkin spice latte in beer form!” Lila cheered and took another sip.

      I took that as my leave to slip past her and get behind the booth. Annie was managing the booth alone, and she gave me a look of relief. “Oh, thank god, it’s been nuts today.”

      I checked the lines on the keg we had in the booth and made sure we were okay. “That’s good for business.”

      She beamed at me and tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder. “Definitely.”

      I pretended to ignore that flirtatious gesture. Annie made it known she was interested, but I didn’t date employees. I hooked up with one of the servers a couple of years ago, and it ended badly when she realized I was only looking for a few nights.

      Gemma was supposed to talk to Annie about that, but I wasn’t sure if it had helped. Or if Annie had listened.

      Lila laughed with Avery as they gushed over The Drake Pumpkin Ale. Nolan made that pumpkin beer last year for Avery and knocked her up almost immediately. I hadn’t been a fan of doing that beer, but Nolan wanted to branch out and try something different. The numbers didn’t lie; it had been a hit. Then when he made the hefeweizen beer this past summer, the numbers hadn’t lied either. Maybe it was okay to do stuff other than typical IPAs and pale ales.

      “Who’s that?” Annie asked.

      “Who?”

      “The pretty brunette Avery’s talking to.”

      “Nobody,” I muttered.

      Annie eyed me curiously, but couldn’t ask the question she was dying to ask because we had another couple of customers come up to the booth. Lila and her sister moved on, thank god. My brother stood off to the side of the booth, watching me like a hawk.

      “You good?” he mouthed.

      I nodded, and he walked off with Avery to check out the rest of the festival. Probably to feed her dumplings again like he did last year. They were so gross and in love, but I was glad my big brother finally found his one true love after his train wreck of a first marriage.

      Annie took the customer’s order while I got them their beers. She took their money and put it in the cash box. My eye twitched when she put the money in the wrong way. I opened up the cashbox and redid it, so everything was facing the right way.

      “Declan, you’re so anal,” she said with a laugh.

      Anal, maybe, but I liked things neat and orderly. Things had to be a certain way, or I wasn’t in control, and I had to be in control.

      “Thanks for coming to help,” she said and squeezed my arm.

      “It’s my job,” I stated flatly, not looking at her.

      Instead, I stared out into the crowd, searching for Lila. Because of course I was.

      Like me, she was older now, but she still made my heart skip a beat when I saw her. I didn’t know why she was in town. She worked for some big-time tech company out in Silicon Valley, so it didn’t make sense that she was back in Pennsylvania. It wasn’t even a holiday.

      I spent the next couple of hours manning the booth with Annie until the festival was over. Nolan and Gemma came back to help break everything down and take it back to the brewery. Gemma was on a roll with getting our name out there since she took over marketing. I hadn’t even questioned her when she asked me to sign the permit applications for the Harvest Fest next weekend. The annual fall carnival in the fairgrounds a couple towns over brought in a huge crowd, so having a booth there made sense.

      I should have gone home to get some sleep, but there was still so much I needed to get done. When we got everything back to the brewery, I logged onto my computer and finished up my expense report. I still needed to do payroll, and that couldn’t wait. I needed to make sure everyone got paid on time.

      “Dude, go home,” my brother said to me.

      I looked up and saw him standing in the doorway of the office. “I got shit to do. Go home and be with Avery and Norah.”

      “Nah, I’m finishing the last batch of the new Christmas beer.”

      “Yeah, you got a name yet?”

      He shrugged. “It’s for Avery. So Avery’s Ale?”

      “Booooo!” I yelled at him.

      That was why I had wanted Gemma to be the marketing director. She was way better at naming shit. Nol sucked at catchy names.

      My brother scowled at me, but that was nothing new. My big brother was the grumpiest person I knew. “Man, don’t be a dick.”

      “Ask Gemma for a suggestion. That’s her job. Then she’ll have Felix work on the design for the labels.”

      The scowl didn’t leave his face.

      “What? I gotta finish payroll. What do you want?”

      “Are you okay?”

      I furrowed my brow at him. “Yeah?”

      Nolan rubbed a hand through his big, bushy beard. I never understood how he dealt with having that thing; beards were too itchy for me. I preferred being clean-cut.

      “Lila Sullivan’s back in town.”

      “So what?”

      He glared at me. “I know you still have feelings for her. So don’t let her put her spell on you again.”

      “Don’t you have a family to bother?” I asked, hoping he’d leave me alone.

      I didn’t want to talk about Lila or how I was still in love with her. After all these years, even after dating so many other women, I was still enamored with a girl who broke up with me because she wanted to chase her dreams.

      “Shame about the bar, though,” Nolan mused.

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What about it?”

      “You didn’t hear?”

      I shook my head. “Hear what?”

      “Sean’s selling the bar.”

      I reared back at that. Sean Sullivan was selling the family bar? That didn’t make sense to me. Sullivan’s was a staple in our town and had been in the family for generations. When our parents died, and Nolan needed a quick way to make sure we still had food on the table, Sean gave him a job without question. Because the Sullivans had been our parents’ closest friends.

      If it wasn’t for Nolan working there, he never would have started tending bar. Never would have chatted up the local brewers that did business with the bar. We never would have started home brewing until I had a solid business plan and secured a loan to start our own operation. Sullivan’s was the first bar that took our beers.

      “What?” I asked in disbelief.

      Nolan nodded. “I think that’s why Lila’s in town.”

      “Huh.”

      He checked his phone and smiled, which meant Avery had sent him a text. He only smiled when it came to her and their baby. Before Nolan got Avery pregnant and had a shotgun wedding here at the brewery, he was the grouchiest asshole I’d ever met. I loved Avery for making him less of a grumpasaurus.

      “Don’t stay too late. You need to take a break,” he said and gave me a stern look.

      “You’re worse than me, so don’t even try it,” I argued.

      He sighed. “Yeah, but Avery made me see that you need a good work-life balance. With her and the baby, I have something to go home to. As much as I love the brewery, you can’t be at your best when you’re all work and nothing else.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I have to finish payroll at least.”

      “Leave before close,” he said and walked out.

      But I didn’t leave before close. Felix and Asher had to come into the office to tell me they were locking up. I was able to get payroll done, but there was still so much to do. Tomorrow was another day, and I could worry about that then.

      I walked out of the brewery and headed for my apartment above the tattoo shop. It wasn’t very big, but a few years ago, I wanted my own space away from Nolan. I was grateful I had already moved out when Avery got pregnant and moved in with my brother. Watching them start their family together would’ve been annoying. Unlike Nolan, I didn’t have anyone waiting for me at home. That was why I worked myself to death for the brewery. It was the only thing that mattered in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LILA

      

      

      Damn, this was a good beer, and I was mad about it. I sipped the pumpkin beer from the MacGregor Brothers Brewing Company as I sat on a barstool in my parents’ bar. I hadn’t caught the name yesterday, but when Dad asked me what I thought of The Drake Pumpkin Ale, I laughed.

      I pushed my plate of half-eaten cheesesteak away and drank the rest of my beer. Dad went to get me a box since he knew I never finished meals in one sitting.

      I looked around the bar and tried to suss out why Dad wanted to sell it. When you thought of a typical Irish bar, you probably thought of a pub with a dark wood interior, dim lights, and signs for Guinness or the Ireland flag. Whatever you pictured, that was exactly what Sullivan’s Bar looked like. It was old-timey, yet perfect, and the idea of my dad selling it crushed me.

      Dad came back with the to-go container and boxed up the rest of the cheesesteak for me. We might be an Irish bar, but we were also a bar outside of Philadelphia, so we had to have cheesesteaks on the menu. When I moved to California, I once saw something called ‘A Philly’ on a menu, and I laughed my butt off because no one called them that here. And then it was the worst thing I ever ate. There was mayo on it. MAYO! It was a travesty.

      “Dad, do you really have to sell?” I asked.

      He grimaced. “Afraid so, honey.”

      He ran a frustrated hand across his scruffy jaw. My dad’s age was starting to show. He was in his mid-sixties and looked tired from working his fingers to the bone in the bar all his life. His red hair had gone shock white when I was a teenager, but his face looked more tired now.

      “Why?” I asked again.

      “The business isn’t doing so well.”

      I started calculating some things in my head. I had a lot of money. I lived in a massive house in Silicon Valley and worked eighty-plus hours a week. I could afford to help the bar and save it.

      “How long are you in town for? When do you have to go back to work?” he asked, trying to change the subject.

      Yeah, about that.

      I still hadn’t told my parents that Chad and I had broken up or that I had quit my job. I’d have no problem finding another job, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to work in tech anymore. Or even as a lawyer. I was exhausted and unhappy, and coming home might have been just what I needed.

      “I don’t have to go back,” I said.

      He eyed my left hand for the third time since I came over to the bar for lunch. “Honey, what’s going on?”

      I sighed. “Chad cheated on me.”

      “Bastard! Never liked him.”

      “Me neither, honestly,” I said. “I can’t work for his company anymore, so I quit and cashed in on all the vacation time I never took.”

      Dad narrowed his eyes. “That’s not the real reason you came home, though, huh? You actively avoid it.”

      “Dad, you know how it is in this town. Everyone hates me for what I did to Declan MacGregor.”

      Dad laughed. “I don’t think even the MacGregor Brothers hate you. Declan was in here last summer, and he looked more sad than angry.”

      “Dad! That’s worse! I don’t want to know that he’s been pining after me all this time.”

      Dad rolled his eyes. “He’s definitely not been pining, honey. He’s a grown-ass man, and you’re a grown-ass woman. You broke up fifteen years ago.”

      Sixteen years ago, but I wasn’t going to correct him.

      He prodded my arm. “Why are you home now? I know you’re not brokenhearted over that asshat.”

      I had to laugh at that. My dad said what he was thinking at all times. That’s what I loved about him. It was so refreshing to be back on the East Coast, where people didn’t talk in circles like in the tech world.

      “I don’t want you to sell the bar.”

      “Honey, I have to.”

      “Okay, what if I helped you with the finances? We could hire a marketing or PR firm. If you had the capital—”

      “I’m not
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