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      June Esperanza was crouching behind the old wooden bar that dominated the empty taproom of the Country Time Bar and Grill putting away some napkins when she heard the tavern’s front door open and quick, light, footsteps echoing across the antique planked floor.

      What the hell? They were closed for an­other hour, and the door should have been locked. Hannah must have forgotten to secure it again when she’d gone to get some stuff for the party they were hosting later that evening.

      June stood, ready to throw out the intruder, but hesitated when she saw an elderly woman standing in the middle of the room looking around with a vague expression. Her white hair was cut in a short, stylish bob, and she was clutching a large purse to her thin chest. She looked familiar, although June couldn’t quite place her. She just knew she didn’t belong there.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she said, leaning her forearms on top of the bar. “We’re not open.”

      The woman turned, chocolate brown eyes wide and confused in an oval face, and June drew in her breath.

      Eva Hardy in the flesh, by God. Unofficial queen of Hardy Falls, the little, pissant, whitewashed, Pocono Mountain tourist-trap town where the Country Time was located, and where June had, for some inexplicable reason, lived for the last sixteen years or so.

      “Mrs. Hardy,” she said, straightening away from the bar. “What are you doing here?” Her voice was cold, but she couldn’t help that. She hadn’t spoken to Eva in years—hadn’t even seen the woman in at least three—and could happily have gone a while longer without re­newing their acquaintance.

      Instead of giving her the confident, superior, smile June remembered so well, Eva appeared even more confused, her dark brows furrowed over her thin nose.

      “Do I know you?”

      “Yes,” June said slowly, belatedly remembering that Eva had early-onset Alzheimer’s disease. It had appar­ently gotten significantly worse over the past year, which was why Calvin had moved back to town three months ago.

      Calvin Hardy. The only child of Ronald and Eva Hardy.

      And an asshole.

      “No, I don’t. I don’t know you.” Eva threw back her shoulders, the habitual movement emphasizing how thin she was now. “Where’s Fred? I’m looking for Fred,” she demanded querulously.

      Fred? Was she talking about Fred Frederickson, Hannah’s father? Yeah, he used to own the Country Time, but he’d been dead for more than two years. Hannah ran things now.

      “Ah, he’s not here,” June said, trying to think of what to do. She moved cautiously out from behind the bar and walked toward the other woman, not wanting to say or do anything to upset her more. Did people with Alzheimer’s get violent? June didn’t think so, but she didn’t want to find out. All she’d need would be for Chief Kline to arrest her for getting into a smack-down with Ronald Hardy’s fragile, little wife.

      But how the hell was she going to get her out of there? Christ, was Eva still driving? If she’d driven, June would feel obligated to make sure she got home, which would be the freaking cherry on top of her freaking day.

      Eva frowned. “But Fred told me to come. We made arrangements to meet here.”

      Interesting. June hadn’t known Eva and Fred were that close.

      She considered the other woman for a moment. Even with the ravages of her disease imprinted on her face, she was still lovely and had probably been quite a babe when she was younger. For his part, Fred had been one hell of a good-looking man. Heck, June had actually given some thought to the highly inappropri­ate proposition he’d made to her when she’d first started working for him, even though he’d been a good twenty-five years her senior.

      In the end, she’d decided against it. He hadn’t been married—Hannah’s mother had been killed in a car crash a few years before June blew into town—but there had still been too many complications to make it worthwhile.

      Fred sure hadn’t liked it when she’d turned him down, though. Over the years, she’d discovered that most women came running when Fred showed interest.

      Had Eva been one of them? She’d certainly been a Country Time regular back in the day, spending many an evening here at the bar talking to Fred after bowl­ing with the leagues next door at Murphy Lanes. If June remembered correctly, Eva’s husband had rarely joined in the discussions.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, taking another step toward the woman. Eva pulled her handbag closer to her chest, as if afraid June would steal it.

      Yeah, because that’s just what I would do, huh?

      Stop it, June ordered herself. She doesn’t mean any­thing. She’s old and scared and confused and doesn’t even realize she knows you.

      “Fred isn’t here now,” she said, trying to be kind. She was usually better at slapping sense into a person, but she could be kind if she felt like it. Hannah would attest to that. “Do you want to sit down and wait for him? Maybe have some coffee?” If she stalled until Hannah got back, she could dump the whole situation on her. After all, she was the one who’d forgotten to lock the door.

      Still clutching her purse like a security blanket, Eva glanced around the room, at the small wooden tables gleaming with polish, the stained glass lanterns hang­ing above them, and the flat-screen television over the bar.

      “It’s…nice in here,” she said hesitantly, putting a hand to her forehead.

      “Sit down,” June said, and this time the kindness was natural. “Come on. I’ll get you some coffee, and we’ll talk.”

      “Okay.” Eva sounded heartbreakingly young. She tried to pull out one of the sturdy wooden chairs at a nearby table, and June hastened forward to help when it looked like the effort might cause her to topple over.

      Once seated, the older woman looked up and smiled a beautiful smile, clean and clear and bright. June blinked. Eva Hardy had never smiled at her like that before.

      “You’re very nice,” Eva said. “Do I know you?”

      June drew in a deep breath. “No,” she said. “We’ve never met.” Because she had never met this version of the woman.

      “Oh.” Eva beamed. “I hope we’ll be friends.”

      June didn’t know what to say to that, so she turned and went behind the bar where a massive coffee ma­chine sat on the back counter, a full pot simmering on its burner. She got a clean mug, poured coffee, then doctored it with a couple packs of sugar and the last of the half-and-half from the open carton in the refriger­ator under the bar. Sweet and light.

      Moving with the ease of long practice, she took the mug of coffee to the other woman and put it down in front of her. Eva smiled that young smile again, then lifted it with both hands and sipped.

      “It’s perfect,” she said, putting the mug carefully back down on the table. “You knew just how I like it.”

      The comment made June pause. How had she re­membered that? She’d served an awful lot of coffee to an awful lot of people in the years since she’d last seen Eva.

      She guessed some things just stayed with you, whether you wanted them to or not.

      As if on cue, the front door slammed open, and a man came rushing in.

      “Mom? Mom, are you…?” his voice trailed off, and he skidded to a halt.

      Calvin. The bastard.

      June had tried to prepare herself for the impact of seeing him again after fifteen years, but the reality still punched her in the gut. She stared at him—at the thick, dark hair, now liberally sprinkled with silver, the dark eyes, so like his mother’s, glittering in his hard face, the broad shoulders, and the long, muscled legs.

      “June,” he said, his voice deep and soft, a velvet growl.

      June forced herself to remain casual, arms crossed, chin up.

      “Calvin.”

      He swallowed.

      “I—”

      “Do I know you?” Eva asked primly from her seat at the table.

      Calvin shook himself and switched his focus to his mother, allowing June to take her first deep breath since he’d burst into the room.

      “Mom,” he said. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eva said, folding her hands in her lap. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      The expression on Calvin’s face was easy to define—it was grief. He glanced at June quickly, as if embar­rassed.

      “She’s been pretty bad today,” he said apologeti­cally. “Usually she recognizes my father and me.”

      A twinge of sympathy had June speaking more gen­tly than she’d intended.

      “She says she’s looking for Fred,” she told him.

      “We’re meeting here,” Eva chimed in, smiling.

      “I told her he wasn’t in,” June finished.

      Eva frowned at her. “Did you? Do I know you?”

      “Um, okay.” Calvin was obviously confused, but he knelt down next to his mother, his large hand on the wooden arm of the chair. “Fred called the house, um, ma’am. He can’t see you today.”

      “Oh.” Eva’s smooth face creased with dismay. “Really?”

      “Yes. Why don’t you come with me? I’ll make sure you get back home.”

      “No. I don’t know you.” Eva looked at June. “Should I trust him?”

      Not on your life. “I’m sure you can.”

      As if that settled the matter, Eva nodded, then fin­ished her coffee. “How much do I owe you?” she asked June.

      “On the house.”

      Eva let Calvin help her to her feet. “I want to go home,” she told him.

      “That’s where we’re going.” Calvin looked back over his shoulder at June as he led his mother from the room. “Thank you,” he mouthed.

      June nodded.

      Then they were gone, and she was alone again.

      Calvin Hardy.

      “Shit.” June sank down on the chair Eva had just va­cated.

      She’d known she’d see him some time, she reminded herself. She’d heard he’d rejoined his old bowling league—God only knew why—and since most of the bowlers came to the Country Time to eat and drink after their scheduled matches, he was bound to show up sooner or later. It was actually kind of a miracle it had taken three months for them to run into each other.

      June exhaled.

      At least their first encounter was over now. She’d seen him again. They’d spoken. She’d survived. So, it would be easier next time.

      Right?

      Pushing herself to her feet, she went to the front door, locked it, then turned to look at the taproom. It glowed gold in the lamplight, with scattered patches of color decorating the tables and floor from the early af­ternoon sun shining through the old stained glass win­dows.

      Back when she’d been twenty-two, the Country Time had seemed like just another dump. She’d never expected to stay longer than it took to save up enough money to hit the road again. No one had been more surprised than she when it had become home. No one had been more shocked that she’d stayed on in spite of everything.

      Sighing, she walked back to the bar and continued with the preparations for opening. She wished to hell she hadn’t come in early to help Hannah get ready for the party they were hosting that night. If she hadn’t been working, she wouldn’t have seen Calvin again. She wouldn’t have seen Eva. And she wouldn’t have seen how delicate and frail the woman was, seen the hurt in Calvin’s dark eyes when she didn’t recognize him.

      What must that be like—to have your own mother not recognize you?

      June snorted. She got a clean rag from the stack under the bar and began polishing the wooden top un­til it shone, rubbing hard to erase any marks or bottle rings.

      Hell, in her case it would’ve been a miracle if her mother had known who she was in the first place. By the time June had turned three, all Leila Esperanza had cared about had been her next fix. If June’s grand­mother hadn’t stepped in, she didn’t know where she’d have ended up. Child Protective Services, probably.

      Too bad Grandma Rose had decided to correct the mistakes she’d made with Leila by regimenting every moment of her granddaughter’s life. June had been bound to rebel, hadn’t she? Guys and bikes, cigarettes and drinking. No drugs, though. She’d seen what it had done to her mother. Leila had been a walking skeleton, her whole life plunged into her veins along with the heroin. She’d died when June had been eight, but it had hardly mattered.

      It had mattered when Grandma Rose died of a heart attack, but June had been seventeen and not about to go into foster care, thank you very much. Instead, she’d dumped school and hit the road.

      Five years and a lot of miles later, she’d ended up in Hardy Falls with Fred and Hannah.

      And Calvin.
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      Fortunately, before June could wander any further down memory lane the kitchen door opened, and Hannah Frederickson sidled into the room.

      June blinked in surprise.

      “Care to tell me why you’re carrying a fake palm tree?” she asked.

      Hannah grinned at her through the mass of plastic leaves. “It’s for Bob’s party,” she said, sliding behind the bar and walking past June to put the phony plant in a corner. She adjusted the branches, then stepped back and studied the result with evident satisfaction. “Per­fect. I’ve got nine more in the car. We can put them everywhere. Isn’t it awesome?”

      June considered the tree. It was over four feet tall and such a toxic shade of green that she expected it to send out poisonous gas.

      “Awesome,” she agreed.

      Hannah rubbed her hands together. “I got a lot of other great stuff at the dollar store, too. Wait until you see.”

      “Great.” June felt some trepidation, but Hannah was so pleased with herself she couldn’t help but smile along with her. She maybe even felt a bit of a maternal affection for the girl.

      Okay, not maternal. She wasn’t that much older. But big-sisterly. Or auntly. Hannah might be her boss now, but to June she’d always be the gangly, wide-eyed, thirteen-year-old kid she’d met sixteen years ago.

      Hannah looked over at her, expression turning seri­ous. “Thanks for coming in early to help with the prep, by the way. Deacon would have done it, but this is sup­posed to be his day off. It’s bad enough he’s coming in to work at the party.”

      “No problem. Not like I had a lot else to do.”

      Since it was summer, she had originally planned on using the afternoon to take some photographs of the gardens Mathilda Gregory, her landlady and the town’s librarian, nurtured throughout the year. June loved the way the flowers and shrubs tumbled around Ms. Greg­ory’s white house, loved being able to look out the win­dows of her tiny apartment perched on top of the gar­age and see all of the colors spread out below.

      She had decided to frame a montage of the landscape through the seasons and give it to the other woman as a Christ­mas present, so she wanted to take some pictures in the summer. But there was no real rush, and Hannah had needed her.

      June threw the used rag into a laundry tub, then got a new one and took it and the spray bottle of cleaning fluid to wipe down the tables.

      As she worked, she hid a smile, because it was so pathetically obvious Hannah had a thing for Deacon Black, her hottie of a bartender, and was totally oblivi­ous to the fact. She was certain Deacon had a thing for Hannah. The two had known each other in high school, but Hannah had hooked up with Deacon’s brother Sam—twice. Sam, the asshole, had broken her heart—twice.

      Now that Deacon was finally back in town after serving in the army and then drifting around the country, June hoped Hannah would get her head out of her butt, realize she’d picked the wrong Black brother, and give the right one a chance.

      Noticing the empty coffee mug Eva had used, she picked it up and took it to the bus tub under the bar.

      “Was someone else here?” Hannah asked absently. She was struggling to open a new carton of half-and-half without much success. “Damn it! Why do they al­ways make these things so hard to open? Why can’t we get milk with those plastic pouring thingies, instead?” She picked at the gable top of the carton with a finger­nail, trying to pull up the spout.

      “Just give me the freaking thing.” June took the container away from her and opened it easily.

      “I hate you.” Hannah snatched the milk back and doctored the coffee she’d poured for herself. She sipped, then sighed reverently before looking at June again. “So, who was here?”

      “What makes you think anyone was here?” June hedged, going back to the tables.

      “Because that’s not your mug, and you’re avoiding the question.” Hannah frowned, her own coffee mug cradled between her palms. “Did Pat show up again? I told you that if he starts stalking you—”

      “No, it wasn’t Pat.”

      Pat Murphy, owner of Murphy Lanes, the bowling alley next door to the Country Time, just couldn’t seem to accept the fact that he and June were through, even though June had told him often enough that she didn’t want to date him anymore. He’d taken to dropping in at odd hours, which was getting really awkward. But it was her own damned fault. She was the one who’d made the huge mistake of hooking up with him again one night after she’d heard Calvin was moving back to town.

      June grabbed the bottle of cleaning fluid and sprayed the nearest table top, then bent over it and polished with more force than was necessary. She real­ized she didn’t want to tell Hannah what had happened, which was stupid. It wasn’t like it was that big of a deal.

      “You forgot to lock the door,” she said, moving to the next table. “Eva Hardy wandered in.”

      “Oh. How is she?” Hannah asked. “I hear the Alz­heimer’s has gotten pretty bad.”

      “Bad enough.” June remembered the look of hurt on Calvin’s face. “She sure didn’t seem to know what was going on.” And she certainly hadn’t remembered June, or she would never have flashed that bright, innocent smile.

      Hannah shook her head. “Poor thing.”

      “Yeah.” Although June had never in a million years thought she’d consider the regal Eva to be “poor.” “She was looking for your father.”

      “Really?” Hannah put her mug down on the bar, then leaned on the top next to it, hands clasped. “That’s weird. She hasn’t set foot in the Country Time for years.”

      “No,” June agreed without inflec­tion.

      Hannah was watching her carefully. “Okay, so Mrs. Hardy’s not here now. What happened? Did someone come to get her?”

      “Yes.” June turned to the next table and sprayed the cleaning fluid. “Calvin came.”

      Hannah was silent until June met her eyes again.

      “That must have been hard,” the younger woman said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

      See? This was the problem with staying in one place for a long time. People knew all kinds of shit about you.

      “It was okay,” June said, and she almost believed it. “I had to see him again sometime. It’s only amazing we didn’t run into each other before now.” Man, that was becoming her freaking mantra.

      “Right.” Hannah’s voice was thick with sympathy.

      “Look,” June threw down her rag and faced Hannah more fully, planting her hands on her hips. “Calvin and me—that was a long time ago, and it’s over. He moved on. I moved on. End of story. Am I thrilled he’s come back to town? No. But I can deal with it.”

      Hannah studied her, her hazel eyes as solemn as they’d been when she was a kid.

      “Of course you can,” she said.

      June shifted.

      “We’d better get busy if you want to get this dump decorated before we open,” she said, desperate to change the subject. “When is everyone else supposed to show up?”

      Hannah was silent for another moment, then appar­ently decided to let it drop. She glanced at the clock.

      “They should be here any minute now. I wanted to have a meeting before we opened to make sure every­one was ready for the party. We’re going to be insanely busy tonight.”

      June was sure she was right. Bob Johnson, the only attorney in town, was retiring. The story was that the big, beefy, silver-haired lawyer was leaving his practice to become a missionary in Indonesia, which was why Hannah had decided to turn a local bar into an island paradise.

      Personally, June thought it was the biggest load of horse shit she’d ever heard. Bob Johnson as a mission­ary was so laughable she couldn’t imagine why anyone even pretended to believe it.

      On the other hand, the party was sure to bring a ton of business to the Country Time. Bob had invited eve­ryone he knew, and since he pretty much knew the whole town she expected the joint would be jumping. Tips should be awesome. She’d put up with poisonous plastic plants and grabby-hands Bob for that.

      Before she could comment, the kitchen door opened, and Deacon Black strode into the room, grinning.

      “Hey, you’re—” Hannah broke off abruptly when she got a good look at him. “What the hell are you wearing?” she demanded.

      Deacon’s grin widened, and he spread his impressive arms, doing a runway turn to show off his bright tan­gerine-colored Hawaiian shirt, decorated with fluorescent pink flamingos kicking up long pink legs.

      “Like it?” he asked.

      “Wow.” Hannah shook her head in wonder. “I said everyone should wear something tropical, not nuclear.”

      “That is the ugliest shirt I’ve ever seen,” June told him honestly.

      Deacon chortled and dropped his hands. “Just what I was aiming for,” he said. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      A short time later, the tables were wiped down, the place was mostly decorated, and the rest of the staff had arrived. Once all hands were on deck, so to speak, June slipped off to the restroom and changed into a stiff cotton shirt she’d purchased specifically for the occasion. It was a thrift store find and ugly as sin—bright green fabric covered with large-ass gold and sil­ver leaves. True, they were oak leaves, not palm fronds, but she figured once the party got going no­body would care anyway.

      After stuffing the old T-shirt she’d been wearing into her purse, she returned to the taproom and settled on a bar stool, leaning back with her elbows on the wooden top of the bar behind her. It was nice to sit down for a few minutes.

      The place actually looked pretty good. Hannah’s virulent, green plastic palm trees were scattered here and there, adding a kitschy charm. She’d also picked up some pineapples at the grocery store, and they were set out on the tables as centerpieces. June hoped they wouldn’t turn into fruit missiles once the drinks were flowing freely. She’d have to keep an eye on Old Albert Cromwell and his cronies, in case they got feisty.

      The scrape of a chair being pulled across the floor grabbed her attention, and she turned her head to see Mary Alice Norton, one of the other servers, festive in a particularly alarming scarlet blouse covered with bird of paradise blossoms. She was climbing up on the seat to hang more streamers from a banner that said “Good Luck, Bob.” June pushed away from the bar.

      “Mary Alice, I don’t think—”

      The other woman wobbled precariously, and Han­nah hustled over to give her a hand.

      Relieved, June settled again. In her opinion, Mary Alice should just give it a rest. She’d already hung enough blue and green streamers to choke a horse. Bob wasn’t going to give a damn anyway. Rum was about the only tropical thing he cared about.

      There was a rustle of movement, and Deacon, on the other side of the bar, leaned across the top near her.

      “That was close,” he said. “Mary Alice shouldn’t climb on top of things.”

      “Mary Alice can barely walk,” June agreed, then grinned when she saw he was wearing a large floppy straw hat in addition to his incredibly tasteless Hawai­ian shirt.

      “Cute,” she said, pointing at the hat.

      “Thanks.” His smile was evil. “Don’t you worry, girlie girl. Hannah told me to get enough hats for every­one. We’re all supposed to wear them.”

      June frowned at him. “You’re kidding.”

      His smile got big as he shook his head.

      June rolled her eyes. “Oh, for God’s sake.”

      “She insisted. I had to buy them, June. I hadda.”

      June shoved at him, and he laughed.

      Unlike her, Deacon would do whatever Hannah asked. Too bad Hannah hadn’t figured that out yet. Sometimes June just wanted to shake the girl. If a guy like Deacon Black had been interested in her, she’d have jumped him in a heartbeat.

      Her smile faded. Well, once upon a time she’d thought a guy like him had been interested in her, hadn’t she? Just went to show how wrong you could be.

      So maybe she should keep her mouth shut.

      “Hannah looks like a general getting ready to ad­dress the troops,” Deacon commented beside her.

      It was true. Hannah was pacing, hands clasped be­hind her back, a scowl of concentration on her face while the staff settled around the bar and waited for instructions.

      Mary Alice and Grace Cooper, the third server, were sitting on bar stools next to June. Jason Nguyen, the part-time bartender, was behind the bar with Deacon getting glasses set up. He was wearing one of the floppy straw hats, but apparently it was too big because he kept pushing it back so he could see.

      Kevin Barbet, the second chef, was standing at the kitchen door, massive arms crossed over his barrel chest, round face impassive. He was not wearing one of the hats, but his T-shirt was bright orange and said “Kiss Me – I’m From Haiti,” complete with huge, red lips.

      Billy Phil­lips, their worthless dishwasher, was slumped at the far end of the bar. Since he didn’t smell like he’d showered in the recent past, June was glad he was that far away.

      “We’re having Bob’s party tonight,” Hannah said, as if they didn’t know.

      “Oh, it’s just so awesome that you’re having his party here, Hannah,” Mary Alice gushed. Strands of her flyaway brown hair were floating gently around her plain face, and she had a flower the same red as her shirt tucked behind her ear. Her hands, as big as a truck driver’s, were clasped at her chin, and her rather protuberant blue eyes were misty.

      Hannah frowned. “Mary Alice—”

      “I mean, how great is it that Bob’s going to be a missionary in Indonesia and help people and kids and everything? That’s just wonderful. How old is he now, like seventy? And to leave his law firm and pick up and move to a whole other country? It’s terrific.” Mary Alice beamed her slightly insane smile.

      Hannah looked uncomfortable. “Yeah, it’s—”

      “I can’t wait to tell him how much I admire him,” Mary Alice blinked wet eyes. “I wish my friend Candy was still in town so she could come to the party. Don’t you think she would have liked Bob?”

      June had met Candy on several occasions, and she was pretty sure the woman wouldn’t have liked Bob all that much. Men didn’t seem to be her thing.

      “Where did Candy go anyway, Mary Alice? She hasn’t been in for a while,” Grace asked. The younger woman’s gorgeous, mocha-colored skin glowed in con­trast to the fuchsia leis she wore draped around her slender neck. She, too, had a flower tucked behind her ear into her neat cornrows, but hers was a brilliant pink to match the leis.

      June wondered how Grace and Mary Alice would re­act when they saw the ugly straw hats Hannah wanted them to wear. That would be amusing.

      “I don’t really know where she went,” Mary Alice admitted sadly. “She just told me she had to get out of town fast, and I probably wouldn’t ever see her again.”

      Deacon, who had gotten himself some coffee, reached across the bar to pat Mary Alice’s shoulder. June could see the liquid in his mug sloshing, as he struggled to control his laughter.

      “Anyway,” Hannah said, “I think Bob told everyone he knew about this party. He wanted a really great send-off.”

      “I know he told everyone at the Rotary,” Jason vol­unteered. He worked Friday and Saturday nights at the country club a few miles outside of town. The highfli­ers in the local Rotary Club tended to hang out there to do their drinking, instead of coming into the Country Time.

      “Right,” Hannah said. “He deals with a lot of people from all kinds of backgrounds, so he wanted to have the party somewhere everyone would feel comfortable.”

      “And you told him you wouldn’t charge him for having it here. The country club wanted him to pay for a room,” Jason added helpfully.

      Deacon snorted out a laugh. June thought some of his coffee might have come out his nose.

      “Regardless—” Hannah said. She might have been clenching her teeth, but it was hard to tell. “I asked everyone to come into work because we’re going to be packed.”

      “We knew that,” June said, just to get Hannah even more riled up.

      Hannah spun and pointed a finger at her. “We’re going to give Bob the best party he’s ever had, darn it. They’re going to be talking about this for weeks. Months. Maybe years! When the history of Hardy Falls is written by Grace—”

      Grace, who was an English major at the local uni­versity, ducked her head and blushed.

      “—she will write pages about the excellent food, service, and beverages of this party. Right?” she snapped at Grace.

      Grace straightened her shoulders. “Um, right.”

      “Good.” Hannah nodded and glared at them. Her brown hair was pulled into a long, wavy ponytail that set off her sharp-boned face. June had seen women more beautiful than Hannah, but no one was more striking.

      Of course, she might be a little biased.

      “We have a chance to prove something here,” Han­nah said in all seriousness. “We can show everyone in town that we can pull off something special.”

      “And make a lot of money,” June put in.

      Hannah pointed at her again. “Bingo! The party of­ficially starts in a couple of hours, but I expect people to come in before that.” She looked at June, Mary Alice, and Grace. “Will you guys be able to hang here in case we start table service early?”

      Mary Alice and Grace agreed at once. June nodded. Hell, she didn’t have anywhere else to be. If they weren’t busy, she’d just sit at the bar.

      “What about me?” Billy whined. “Can’t I just come back later?”

      Hannah rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She looked at the rest of them. “So? Are we ready for Operation Bob?”

      “As we’ll ever be,” June agreed.

      It turned out Hannah was right about people com­ing early for the party. Even though it wasn’t supposed to start until seven, Bob himself showed up before four. He was accompanied by Hannah’s Uncle George, Mayor Ruffio, used car salesman Claude Beecher, and three other members of the Rotary. And that was just the beginning. People drifted in steadily as they got off work, and Hannah started table service by four thirty.

      June didn’t mind. She liked being busy. Besides, running around waiting on customers kept her from thinking about Calvin.

      Which, of course, she wasn’t going to do.

      Except she sort of was.

      Annoyed with herself, June frowned at the beer tap as she drew drafts for some regulars.

      Would he come to the party tonight?

      It fucking didn’t matter what he did, she told her­self. He could do whatever he wanted. Didn’t mean a damn to her.

      Walking back to the tables, she delivered the drafts to two guys who worked at a local factory and took their orders for burgers and fries back to Hannah and Kevin in the kitchen. Then she threw herself whole­heartedly into her work, focusing on getting food and drink orders, on talking, laughing, and joking with the customers. On acting normal.

      Around eight, she was talking with Old Albert Cromwell and his friends, Joe Horton, Martin Scanner, and Harry Newman. The four old men were in almost every night, and she usually enjoyed hearing about their exploits.

      Still laughing over Albert’s story of how he’d taken Ms. Gregory out to see an extremely sexy thriller at a movie theater twenty miles away so they wouldn’t be recognized, June noticed three men walking in the front door, all dressed in cheesy, lime-green striped bowling shirts.

      Bernie Housemann, a siding contractor, and a total asshole, was in the lead. He swaggered into the room, smirking, eyes moving as he checked out the crowd. Chet Hinkle, an insurance salesman, was in the rear. He hiked up his pants and tried to straighten his bowling shirt over his round beer gut.

      In the middle was Calvin Hardy.
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      Calvin followed Bernie Housemann into the Coun­try Time and held the door open for Chet behind him.

      He’d known Bernie and Chet since elementary school—thanks to their last names, the teachers had always seated them next to each other. They’d hung out as teenagers when they’d all been on the high school foot­ball team and had bowled together in a league before Calvin had left town. There’d been a time when he’d considered the other men to be close friends.

      Which was just one more example of how stupid he’d been.

      He wished he’d gone home after the bowling leagues like he usually did, but he’d let himself get talked into coming to Bob Johnson’s party because he’d had the half-formed idea of thanking June for helping his mother that afternoon. He didn’t expect her to appre­ci­ate the gesture, but maybe it could be the first step toward some kind of a truce between them. If he was going to be living in Hardy Falls again, he’d like to be on a more comfortable footing with her. The town was too small for them to avoid each other forever.

      That’s what he’d told himself, anyway.

      Now, looking at the jostling crowd inside the Coun­try Time, he realized his timing was crap. Even if June would listen to him, which was highly unlikely, there was no way they’d be able to talk. So, he guessed he’d just grab a beer, and then hit the road.

      Bernie glanced at him over his broad shoulder and grinned slyly.

      “Place look any different, Cal?”

      “No,” Calvin said shortly, hoping to discourage further conversation.

      “You haven’t come drinking with us since you’ve been back,” Chet said. “We were beginning to think you’d never set foot in the Country Time again.”

      “Yeah, Cal. Why’s that?” Bernie grinned at him again, his smile saying he knew perfectly well why Calvin had been avoiding the place.

      Calvin ignored him, or tried to. Chet was okay, but Bernie had always been a jerk. Still, Bernie was a siding contractor now, and Chet sold homeowner’s insurance, which made them excellent referral sources for Hardy Hardware and Building Supply.

      That was the only reason he’d gotten in touch with them when he’d moved back to town, and the reason he’d rejoined the bowling league, even though he’d known he’d have to see Pat Murphy, and that Pat used to date June. It was the reason he did a lot of things these days.

      Yes, it was hard to look at Pat and know the guy used to touch June, kiss her, make love to her. But Calvin did what he had to do.

      He shifted his shoulders, as the weight he always seemed to carry around pressed down harder.

      His feelings didn’t matter anyway. He’d thrown away
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