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      “It’s unnatural, Adam. I mean, Mayor Bridger.” Eli Hawthorne stood, his gnarled hands clutching the rim of his Stetson as he faced the Mustang Valley Town Council. “Your Auntie Kat has no business participatin’ in our Polar Bear Club doings. You need to tell her to stop coming to our Friday plunges.”

      Stifling a groan, Adam focused on his irrepressible great auntie. She winked at him. Of course she did. She was a pistol, cleverly disguised as a harmless white-haired lady in a red sweater and tight jeans.

      She sat in the front row along with his entire family—his mom, grandma, two more great aunties and seven siblings. They’d all turned out in honor of his first in-person meeting, since a blizzard had forced the council to hold the January one online.

      Their long-time friends and neighbors Carrie and Jeff Gilmore had front-row seats, too. They’d come to cheer him on and support their daughter Tracy, the town’s legal counsel.

      Tracy’s official front-row seat was directly across from him and he appreciated having her near-at-hand. He’d studied Roberts Rules of Order but he didn’t know them cold. She did.

      Normally she would have flashed him a grin following Eli’s comment. Kat and Eli had been entertaining the town for years with their public feud.

      But Tracy wasn’t smiling. Or showing any emotion. His jaw tightened. New Year’s Eve had changed everything. And not for the better.

      He returned his attention to his great auntie. “What do you have to say, Auntie Kat?”

      “It’s sexual discrimination, plain and simple.” The gleam in her eye told him she was gearing up for battle. “They’ve denied me membership and now they’re saying I can’t come to the water hole on Fridays. But it’s public property.”

      He shifted his attention to Tracy. “Any thoughts?” Seeing her face-to-face was tougher than he’d anticipated. Online had been easier.

      Tracy’s blue-eyed gaze was steady. “The discrimination issue rests on whether the Polar Bear Club meets the definition of a private club.”

      “We’re private, Tracy,” Eli said. “Extremely private.”

      She swiveled in Eli’s direction. “I’ll need to see your organization’s documents.”

      He blinked. “Documents? Uh, we don’t… oh, yeah, right. I’ll get those to you. Um, soon. Got a crazy week goin’ on, but you’ll get ’em.”

      “After you make some up,” Auntie Kat muttered.

      “As for the water hole,” Tracy continued, “it’s public property, open to everyone.”

      “See there?” Auntie Kat lifted her chin in triumph. “I’m legally entitled.”

      “Oh, yeah?” The color rose from Eli’s collar. “Are you legally entitled to be there topless?”

      “Why not? You’re topless,” Auntie Kat shot back. “And you have man boobs.”

      As the packed chamber erupted in laughter, Adam resisted the urge to bury his face in his hands. But he was the mayor, so he banged the gavel and called for order.

      “I’m outta here.” A flushed Eli crammed on his hat and made for the door. “Mark my words, Katharine Bridger! Show up tomorrow and I’ll be buck naked!”

      “Now you’re just teasing me, you old flirt!”

      Adam surveyed his fellow council members, who were clearly trying to control themselves. Except for Reg, who looked affronted. “Anybody want to speak to this issue?”

      “We should give your great auntie a medal,” said Betty, the council secretary. At ninety-two she was still blonde and still winning elections. “That takes cojones. I wouldn’t jump topless into that freezing water even if my ass was on fire.”

      “Aw, c’mon, Betty.” Thelma, an artist and a newly elected member who favored bright colors and hoop earrings, leaned forward to gaze down the length of the table at her. “Let’s both go tomorrow. Keep Kat company. A plunge-in for women’s rights.”

      Betty waved a hand. “You go ahead. Your girls are still perky. Mine have lost their fight with gravity.”

      “Let me remind you ladies that we have public decency laws.” Reg puffed out his chest, straining the buttons on his white shirt. He was clearly offended. His reputation as a tightwad made him a great treasurer, but he was also a prude, which annoyed the hell out of the rest of them. “Will you clarify that for them, Tracy?”

      She gave a little shrug. “We have a law on the books, but folks assume it applies to the square and the surrounding neighborhoods. Technically the water hole’s within the town limits but you can’t see it from the road. Most everyone’s skinny-dipped there at least once in their life.”

      “I haven’t.”

      What a surprise. Adam managed to turn his laugh into a cough. “Okay, then. Wendy, Jerry, either of you want to weigh in on the public decency angle?”

      “Not me.” Wendy, mom of teenagers and passionate about fundraisers, had promised voters she’d push for more community events. “It’s short notice, but if we set up a concession stand down by the water hole tomorrow, I’ll bet we’d pull in enough to buy the high school a new gym floor.”

      This time he couldn’t help laughing. “Much as I love that idea, I⁠—”

      “Just kidding. Operating an outdoor concession during a Montana winter is tough duty. Jerry, over to you, dude.”

      “We should have Tracy look into the discrimination charge, but I’m guessing Kat’s out of luck on that. As for sharing the water hole, Kat and Eli will have to work it out.” A life-long rancher, Jerry was low maintenance and a dedicated public servant.

      As the vice mayor, he’d stepped into the mayor’s job when Adam’s father died two years ago. Then he’d gently urged Adam to run for the office. He’d promised to stay on as vice mayor to shepherd him through the first couple of years. Adam was grateful.

      He gave Jerry a nod. “That sounds good. Is everybody ready to move on?” When they all agreed, he turned back to the agenda. “Then let’s hear from our state highway department rep. Steve was kind enough to drive down from Helena to give us an update on the road project.”

      The crowd quieted immediately. Improvements to a mountainous road west of town would increase accessibility and boost Mustang Valley’s economy. Last spring Tracy and his sister Mila had drawn up a petition and the Bridger Bunch had circulated it.

      Adam had hand-carried all those signatures to Helena. Since then he’d been in constant contact with anyone connected to state road projects.

      Money was tight, but he was cautiously optimistic the project would be funded. Since he'd read the report backwards and forwards, he had time to catch his breath while Steve went through his presentation.

      His mom had laughed with everyone else during the Kat and Eli show, but now she gazed at him misty-eyed. She returned his smile, though. Tough lady. She’d always said he was the spitting image of his dad, who’d occupied this chair through many election cycles. As had his grandfather.

      The title Mayor Bridger belonged to those two. He wasn’t even slightly used to having anyone call him that. He’d set a record for being the youngest mayor in Mustang Valley’s history.

      Jerry hadn’t needed to lobby hard to get him to run, though. He’d always expected to sit in this chair, just not this soon. When Tracy had landed the job as the town’s legal counsel last spring, that had convinced him to go for it. She was so damn smart.

      But she hadn’t been very smart on New Year’s Eve after the party at the Rockin’ Raccoon. And he’d been dumb as a rock.

      Tracy had a very human excuse for making such a huge mistake. He did not. And now the warm friendship and camaraderie they’d enjoyed for more than twenty-five years was shredded to bits.

      He'd written her a long letter of apology, hoping that sending it snail mail would carry more weight. She’d replied with a jaunty text saying all was well.

      But it wasn’t. He’d been avoiding her ever since New Year’s, which had been easy considering all he had on his plate as the incoming mayor.

      Maybe she’d been dodging him, too. Their only contact had been through email, texts, and last month’s online meeting. These days they had little reason to accidentally run into each other.

      When she’d lived on her parents’ ranch it would happen all the time. But ever since she’d set up her office in town and moved into the apartment above it, they’d had less casual contact.

      To keep in touch, they’d replaced happenstance with a new habit—coffee breaks at the Dandy Donut a couple of times a week. Sometimes his sister Mila came and sometimes it was just the two of them.

      New Year’s Eve’s debacle had put an end to that routine. He missed her like crazy. The old saying was true. You don’t know whacha got til it’s gone.

      His own damn fault. He’d crossed the line. Seeing her tonight had sent a jolt through his system, but he’d done his best to act normal.

      Was she suffering, too? Her deadpan expression earlier told him she was. He looked at her again and this time her mask slipped. His gaze locked with hers, hungry for the connection.

      The sudden heat that arced between them caught him off guard. His breath hitched and his groin tightened.

      No! He would not allow himself to react that way. She’d been in a vulnerable place, probably still was. Taking advantage of that had been inexcusable and it would never happen again.

      She broke eye contact, turned sideways toward Mila and murmured a comment. Her wavy red hair curtained her face, almost hiding the pink tinge on her cheeks. For the rest of the meeting, he made sure he never looked straight at her again.

      Questions from residents about the road project took more than an hour. Then Adam gave a quick report on L’Amour and More, the bookshop scheduled to open this summer. Council meetings ended promptly at eight, so he had to table several items and called for a motion to adjourn.

      Reg made the motion in his usual pedantic style.

      “I second it!” Betty called out. “Rockin’ Raccoon time!”

      The chamber emptied quickly. Years ago Adam’s extremely social dad had established the tradition of heading for the bar after a council meeting. Spence Bridger had believed that more problems were solved over a beer than across a bargaining table.

      Adam’s entire family went. So did Tracy. Yes, he was keeping track of her and yes, that was a bad idea. But responsibility for their jacked-up relationship sat like a haybale on his shoulders.

      So what if she’d kissed him first? He could have deescalated the situation. So many reasons to gently cool things down and only one to turn up the heat—an attack of old-fashioned lust.

      He’d shut his eyes to the warning lights and turned a deaf ear to the blaring sirens. Champagne had stripped away her inhibitions, but he didn’t have that excuse.

      He’d failed her that night. Was there a way he could get back what they’d lost? Tonight was the first chance he’d had to bridge the gap.

      What if he took a page out of his dad’s book and offered to buy her a beer?
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      As the noisy group traipsed across the square to the Rockin’ Raccoon, Tracy congratulated herself on making it through the meeting in one piece. That hot glance from Adam had almost undone her, but she’d recovered her cool. Mila was suspicious, though.

      She might have already asked Adam what was going on. The three of them had been a team for a long time. Once Mila started digging, she’d get the story out of them.

      Tracy’s history with the Bridgers had begun in third grade. A new kid in town, she’d discovered Adam and Mila were her neighbors. Her parents had just bought property next to the immense Laughing Creek Ranch. Her dad had immediately named their much smaller spread Giggling Streams.

      Two weeks into the school year, Tracy had proudly announced to her mom that she was best friends with Adam and his twin sister Mila. She’d decided they must be twins because they were the same age even if they didn’t look anything alike.

      By then her mom had spent time with Raquel, Adam’s stepmom, and had all the facts. She’d carefully explained that Spence, a widower with three kids, had married Raquel, a widow who’d also had three kids. They’d had one more together and were expecting a second kid soon.

      Adam and Mila weren’t twins. Instead they were stepsister and stepbrother. But they don’t use that term, her mom had said. They’re all just the Bridger Bunch.

      Tracy had been enthralled and extremely jealous of her new friends. Some kids had all the luck, getting to be part of a bunch.

      But she was almost as lucky to be living on the ranch next to theirs. Although she wasn’t a Bridger, they’d welcomed her into their midst. She thought of herself as Bridger Bunch adjacent, almost but not quite the ninth child.

      Mila became the sister she’d never had and Adam was the brother she’d always longed for. Then, in their sixteenth year, she’d been horrified to discover that watching Adam strip off his T-shirt at the water hole gave her squiggles in her tummy.

      She’d immediately hunted up a boyfriend. Clearly she needed one if she’d let Adam affect her that way, of all people. And she’d never had such thoughts again. Until New Year’s Eve.

      During Sean’s breakup speech, he’d blamed her for not being, as he put it, all in. Whatever that meant. She’d been willing to marry the guy. Wasn’t that proof that she’d been all in?

      She’d pondered his rejection all through a sucky Christmas week, and by New Year’s had been in the mood to get plastered. Evidently she’d also been in the mood to snog Adam.

      He’d responded like most guys would when the hour is late, booze is involved and the kiss is smokin’ hot. His long letter of apology demonstrated his deep regret. She’d texted an apology back.

      Neither communication had fixed the awkwardness she’d created between them. She’d dreaded the in-person meeting and had figured they’d blunder their way through it.

      Instead, the first time they’d dared to look directly at each other…yowza. What was she supposed to do about that? They couldn’t still want each other. They just couldn’t. But…they did.

      She hadn’t figured out a strategy for handling this unexpected turn of events and she was running out of time. Mila knew something was wrong but leveling with her wasn’t an option. What a mess.

      Fortunately Mila wasn’t able to quiz her on the way over to the Raccoon. Instead Auntie Kat bombarded her with questions about the requirements for a private club and Mila couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

      Warmth and country music welcomed the crowd as everyone stepped inside the cheerful bar. Too bad about the Valentine decorations, though.

      The dreaded day was coming up fast and she was doing her best to ignore it. Instead she focused on the upbeat music. Clem, the owner, always provided a live band on council meeting nights as a gift to those who’d volunteered to serve.

      Since Adam had been at the tail end of the group walking over, the band ended their tune just as he walked in. Perfect timing for a cherished Raccoon tradition—Clem’s animatronic show.

      Whenever someone noteworthy came through the door, like the new mayor for example, Clem flipped a switch behind the bar. A spotlight focused on a lifelike raccoon musical trio mounted on a shelf above the bar.

      Outfitted with a guitar, string bass and fiddle, those critters launched into the Rockin’ Raccoon theme song Clem had written. Everyone joined in.

      Tracy gave it her all, grateful for a chance to release some of the tension created by close contact with Adam.

      We’re rockin’, yes we are, and hangin’ in this bar, cause we are like family as you all can plainly see, so keep on rockin’ tonight! We’re rockin’, yes we are, and drinkin’ at this bar, come join us, near and far and keep on rockin’ tonight!

      Tracy’s dad had once admitted that the animatronic raccoons were the reason he’d fallen in love with Mustang Valley. She adored the raccoons, too. She loved living in Mustang Valley.

      That said, she’d rather be on a world cruise, or climbing Mount Everest, or taking a rocket ship to the moon—anywhere but in this bar tonight with Adam Bridger.

      They hadn’t shared space since the New Year’s Eve party at the Raccoon. After the band had played Auld Lang Syne, Clem had turned on the musical raccoons. Then Adam had offered to walk her home, and… now she was having major PTSD.

      Maybe he’d keep his distance. That would be a blessing. They’d survived the meeting, so if he’d just⁠—

      “Can I buy you a beer?”

      A chill zipped up her spine. Then her heart took off, galloping faster than her horse Moonlight. Turning, she faced the gorgeous cowboy who refused to stay out of her dreams, no matter what setting she used on her sound machine.

      He’d taken off his Stetson and the worried crease in his forehead told her he was concerned about her. He’d looked just like this the time she’d fallen off Moonlight and dislocated her shoulder.

      She didn’t want him to worry, especially about her. The anxiety lurking in his brown eyes made her chest hurt. His half-smile was tentative, as if he might be bracing for a rejection.

      She hesitated, seeking a way out. Oh, who was she kidding? She couldn’t say no and risk hurting him. “Sure. That would be great.”

      The tension in his expression eased and he let out a breath. “Be right back.”

      “I’ll get us a table.”

      He paused. “How about that little bistro two-top?”

      Only one table fit his description, a wrought-iron set with two dainty chairs in a back corner. All the other tables and chairs were wood. Evidently he wanted privacy, likely to talk about New Year’s Eve. She gulped. “Okay.”

      Turning away, she hurried through the crowd, responding to greetings with a smile and a quick comment.

      Mila caught her arm. “Where’s the fire, Trace?”

      “Adam needs to discuss some sensitive issues. I’m hoping nobody’s snagged the table in the back corner.” She avoided looking Mila in the eye and focused on her dark curls. “When did you stop straightening your hair?”

      “Three weeks ago. Had ’em cut off a bunch, too.”

      “Looks good.”

      “Thanks. Listen, if Adam’s worried about Kat⁠—”

      “It’s not her, at least not specifically. Sorry, Mil, I can’t talk about it.”

      “No worries.” Mila smiled. “Seeing you in action tonight was fun. It’s been too long. We need to catch up.”

      “We will.” She edged away. Letting Mila think she and Adam would discuss legal problems wasn’t exactly lying, was it? Oh, hell, yes it was, and she hated using doublespeak on her best friend. But what was the alternative? “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Great.”

      Wonderful. Now she’d promised to call, which would lead to a coffee or lunch date where she’d have to monitor every word that came out of her mouth. If nothing else, she and Adam should dream up a cover story for their apparent strained relationship.

      Nobody had claimed the cramped little spot Adam had requested. Not surprising. The Raccoon was all about community and tonight that spirit was in full swing. Residents called this monthly Thursday night gathering the council meeting after party.

      Hanging her coat on the back of a chair and leaning her soft-sided briefcase against the wall, she sat down and surveyed the crowd. Some were dancing, others preferred to cluster by the bar and a few had pushed tables together to accommodate a large group, like the Bridger Bunch.

      She spotted Adam, a foam-topped mug of beer in each hand and his hat back on as he navigated past his family. He paused by this or that person to say something. What excuse would he give for not joining them? Would his explanation line up with hers?

      He finally made it to the table, set down both mugs and pulled two napkins out of his jacket pocket. “Wasn’t sure I’d get here before closing time.”

      That startled a laugh out of her. “Everybody wants a piece of you.”

      “It’s a treat to hear you laugh.” Not looking at her, he placed the napkins on the table and put the mugs on top of them. “I miss that more than anything.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Getting right to the point, are we?”

      “Have to.” He shrugged out of his jacket, draped it over his chair and sat. He dwarfed the wobbly little thing. Laying his hat on the table, he picked up his beer. “We’ve got like five minutes before someone decides to wander over, and speaking for myself, I want to fix this.”

      She clutched her mug in both hands but left it on the table. “The truth is, I’m embarrassed and I don’t know how to get over it.”

      “You have no reason to be embarrassed.”

      “I do so!” She kept her voice down although the noise level likely kept anyone from hearing what they said. “You were kind enough to walk me home and make sure I got up that steep staircase. Instead of thanking you, I— well, we both know what I did. It’s humiliating.”

      “You were hurting. Breakups are no fun.”

      “That’s no excuse.”

      “Sure it is. Especially when it happens right before Christmas. Sean’s timing was terrible.”

      “He admitted that, but he said he couldn’t go on pretending things were okay. Which is legitimate.”

      “I suppose, but I didn’t ask you to have a beer with me to discuss Sean. I was out of line New Year’s Eve, and⁠—”

      “Technically New Year’s Day, but⁠—”

      “Whenever. I never should have⁠—”

      “I put my tongue in your mouth. I unzipped your jacket. I⁠—”

      “I could have stopped you. Thank God you didn’t have any condoms, or⁠—”

      “I like to think I wouldn’t have let it get that far.” She liked thinking it, but it wasn’t true. If she hadn’t thrown away an entire box in a fit of anger after Sean’s rejection, they would have had sex.

      “Yeah, well, obviously I wanted to get that far. I was temporarily nuts and it won’t happen again. I’m sorry.”

      “So am I.” If sitting in this cozy spot discussing their New Year’s Eve incident was supposed to calm her down, it wasn’t working. His aftershave teased her senses and his low-pitched voice stirred her up. She might have to find an excuse to get the heck out of there.

      He held his beer toward her. “To moving on.”

      She lifted hers and gave his mug a gentle tap. “To moving on.” She took a swallow. Moving on was a vague concept, general enough that she could drink to it.

      What did it mean in this case? She had no idea. Try as she might, she couldn’t blot out the memory of his strong arms holding her tight and his eager mouth setting her on fire. And she still burned.
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      Adam was skating on thin ice and he damn well knew it. Talking this through with Tracy was supposed to desensitize him but it was having the opposite effect.

      What was happening? They’d been friends since third grade, for crying out loud. She was like a sister to him. Or had been until New Year’s Eve.

      He took another gulp of beer. It wasn’t the taste he longed for. He wanted kisses flavored with champagne, the feel of her silken breast in his hand, the sound of her eager moan when he cupped her ass and tucked her in close.

      “Are you okay?”

      He glanced across the table. And lied. “I’m fine. I was just wondering when you’d last seen the progress on the bookstore.”

      She flushed. “I’ve walked by a few times, but your truck was always there, so…”

      A short, descriptive swearword slipped out. “That’s why we need to fix this. You were as excited about it as the rest of us.”

      “Judging from what you said at the meeting, it’s coming along great.”

      “Do you want the rest of your beer?”

      “Not really, but you paid for⁠—”

      “Never mind that. Let’s go take a look.” Cold air and a brisk walk was a better plan than sitting in this dark corner drinking booze.

      “Now?”

      “Sure. The electricity’s hooked up. Even working parttime, Angie and her crew are making better progress than I expected. We’ll have our summer grand opening, no problem.”

      “I’d love to see how it looks.”

      He shoved back his chair. “Then let’s go.”

      “Alrighty.” She stood, grabbed her coat and had it on in no time. Then she picked up her soft-sided briefcase.

      The message was clear—she didn’t want him helping her with any of that. He hoped to God she wasn’t skittish around him now. Couldn’t blame her if she was.

      Shoving his arms into the sleeves of his winter jacket, he picked up his hat and crammed it on his head. She needed to see that bookstore. His mom had been in there several times a week and Tracy would have been, too, under normal circumstances.

      He gestured toward his family. “We need to let them know why we’re taking off.”

      “What are you going to say?”

      “You’ve been too busy to get over there and now’s a good time. You can chime in if you want.”

      “I will, and it’s true. I have been busy.”

      “Me, too.” But he’d never gone this long without at least meeting her for coffee. Tracy centered him in a way he’d never acknowledged before.

      He led the way over to the group and stopped next to his mom’s chair. She wore her salt-and-pepper curls cut short these days, saying it was easier to take care of. He was all for making her life easier.

      She glanced up. “Get everything discussed?”

      “We did, and I also discovered Trace has been slammed with work and hasn’t made it over to see how the bookstore’s coming along.”

      “Oh, no!” His mom switched her attention to Tracy. “I don’t know how you could stay away. I can’t.”

      “I’ve been swamped. I think everybody made a New Year’s resolution to get legal advice. But I’m dying to check it out, so we’re heading over there now.”

      “I hope you’re taking Adam’s truck,” Mila said. “It’s too cold to walk it.”

      He hadn’t thought that far. “I suppose it is.”

      “Nah, we can walk.” Tracy grinned. “If Auntie Kat can skinny-dip in the water hole this time of year we can walk to the bookstore.”

      “There you go.” His auntie gave a nod of approval. “Young people are getting soft.”

      “I vote for the truck,” said Carrie, Tracy’s mom.

      “Take the truck, mijo.” His mom’s dark eyes, the same deep brown as Mila’s, were filled with questions. “We can’t afford to have either one of you come down with something.”

      “Okay, Mom.” He’d loved the word mijo from the first time she’d called him that. Thanks to her, he knew quite a bit of Spanish.

      She smiled. “By the way, good job tonight.”

      “Yeah, bro,” his little brother Monty called out. Not so little anymore. “You did us proud, right, gang?”

      “Except I wanted you to bang that gavel more.” Greta, the baby of the Bunch at twenty-two, sent him a teasing glance. “That’s my favorite part.”

      “Next time I will, just for you.” His gaze swept the group. “Thanks for coming. It means a lot.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed it, hermano.” Luis was closest in age at twenty-nine. They’d been fierce rivals when they were kids, but now they’d give their lives for each other.

      “Better get your butt in gear.” Claudette, next in birth order, pointed toward the front door. “Don’t forget tomorrow’s a workday.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Should we wait for you?” His mom was parsing out the situation. He could see the wheels turning.

      “Better not.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Right.” He tipped his hat and started toward the entrance.

      “’Bye, everybody,” Trace called over her shoulder.

      Their progress was slow as he returned greetings from folks along the way. They finally made it to the front door. “Sorry, I⁠—”

      “No apology necessary. You’re a hit, Mayor Bridger.”

      “It’s the honeymoon period.” He held the door open for her. “Jerry warned me about it.” He followed her out, welcoming the bite of cold air on his overheated libido. “Everybody loves a new mayor in the beginning, but eventually I’ll make an unpopular motion or vote against something that others want and the bloom will be off the rose.”

      “You’re lucky to have Jerry.” Her breath created little puffs of moisture.

      So
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