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  About That Summer Festival



Every girl deserves a fairytale. I just didn’t expect mine to happen at that summer festival and definitely not with a rock star.

My life hasn’t turned out the way I’d hoped.

My wonderful dad died and left everything to my wicked stepmother.

Now I’m working endless shifts at his old diner and living above her garage.

And when she makes me work instead of going to that summer festival, I think my dreams can’t get any further away.

But then I meet a charming guy who is so into me.

He whisks me away to the music festival, and I have the time of my life.

Only when midnight strikes, my mystery man takes to the stage to perform.

Holy sh!t. He’s really a rock star.

And clearly I never knew him at all.







  That Summer Festival Playlist



Stream it here https://bit.ly/4nHjhWa

Enchanted (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift

Beautiful As You—Thomas Rhett

You’re Beautiful—James Blunt

I Could Not Ask for More—Sara Evans

Sweet Annie—Zac Brown Band

If I Lose Myself Tonight—One Republic

Cinderella—The Knocks ft Magic Man

This Kiss—Faith Hill 

Nothing Else Matters (Live)—Metallica & San Francisco Symphony

Bitter Sweet Symphony—The Verve

Cruel Summer—Taylor Swift

The Road Less Traveled—George Strait

Rolling in the Deep—Adele 

Love Story (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift
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Emma Tremaine

Dad’s Place

Astoria, Oregon

“I need you to work this weekend.”

“I’m off this weekend, remember?” I laughed incredulously. “I asked for it off months ago.”

My stepmother gave me her trademark condescending look that had haunted my dreams since high school. “You know what a big weekend this is for my business, Emma. And we can’t operate without a waitress.”

“What about Amelia? Or Daphne?” They were both disasters as waitresses, but a warm body was better than nobody.

Lydia raised her eyebrows. “My girls don’t work here. You know that.”

Which was code for: couldn’t be asked to sully their hands with common work.

Unlike me.

But this time, I was going to push back. I was sick of being her whipping girl. Sick of shouldering so much of the load and the grunt-work of the business—a business I didn’t have even partial ownership of, which we all knew I was owed.

“I can’t.” I pushed past her to hang my ticket in the passthrough to the kitchen. Unfortunately, Lydia followed me and hovered so close that her signature scent warred with the maple syrup on the warmer under the window. I swallowed thickly and willed my queasy stomach to settle. “I bought my tickets months ago. Gwen and I are going to the music festival.”

“The Oceanfront Music Festival is exactly the reason you have to be here. It’s our biggest weekend of the year. Gwen is on the schedule for tomorrow, and you are too, now. End of discussion.”

“But—”

“What would your father think, Emma?” Lydia bent toward me until I was enveloped by her cloying scent and her breath puffed against my cheek. She lowered her voice to a menacing hiss. “If he knew that you thought the only thing keeping a roof over our heads, the only thing putting food in our bellies, was so beneath you? What would he think of you throwing off your obligations to go to that summer festival? He’d be so disappointed. He’d be ashamed of you and your priorities.”

All the blood in my body froze. I couldn’t breathe, let alone think.

I missed my dad so much. It’d become this permanent ache in my chest this last year. He was gone, and I was left was this permanent sore spot that screamed at me that nothing was going to be the same ever again.

Lydia straightened as a satisfied little smirk curved her lips. “And don’t think I’m going to forget this the next time you try to call in. I know exactly the kind of person you are. We both do now.”

I could only watch in suspended disbelief as the only mother figure I’d ever had gave me another sneer and then stomped down the hall to the tiny office in the back.

I jumped as the door slammed shut.

I muffled my groan and rubbed at my stinging eyes. That had been a hell of a lot of drama for six o’clock on a Thursday morning.

I should’ve known the second I saw her car pull into the parking lot. Lydia never came to work before noon on a good today. On great days, she didn’t come in at all.

Clearly, today was neither of those.

“You’re not going to let her kill your plans, are you?” Gwen, my favorite cook and pseudo-grandmother, asked through the passthrough, a spatula in her right hand, her baby blue apron already streaked with grease.

“Gwen…” I sighed. I was too ashamed to say the words out loud.

So, she said them for me. “You are.” She shook her head sadly. “You gotta start living, kiddo. It’s what your father wanted for you. It’s why he left the restaurant to that…” She grunted, because even though Gwen hated Lydia, she also couldn’t say raunchy words out loud.

I would’ve laughed, if it all wasn’t so freaking sad. “It is what it is, Gwen. No point in railing against my fate now.”

“You say that like you’re not a young girl in your twenties. You have your whole life in front of you! Go out and live it! Get the fuck outta this backwater town.”

“Gwen!” I stared at her gob smacked. She didn’t cuss. Ever. “I can’t believe you said that.”

“What? It’s true. You know what I think? I think your father would be disappointed to find out you’re still living here a year after he’d passed. He didn’t want this life for you. He wanted you to find your own dreams. He wanted you to live for yourself. He’d be disappointed at how sad you are—that’s why I agreed to go with you to the festival in the first place. I wanted to push you out of the nest. It’s no skin off my nose to miss it, but I don’t want you to stay and stagnate here. You need to go out to live, kiddo.”

I sighed. “The hashbrowns are burning.”

“Dang it.” Gwen whipped around and shoveled her spatula against the flattop.

I turned away from the passthrough and worked on the drinks for the two-top. Neither man had wanted coffee, oddly enough. One hot tea, two large ice waters, and a side of lemon slices. I loaded the drinks onto a tray and headed for the sole occupied table in my dead dad’s diner.

My smile felt unsteady as I rested the tray against the edge of the table. “One hot tea and two ice waters. I brought some honey if you’d like that for the tea. Your order should be up in a few.”

I turned to leave when he grabbed my hand.

Him.

The guy sitting with his back to the restaurant, wearing sunglasses despite the fact that it was six o’clock in the morning in Oregon. Sun wasn’t generally a concern so early in the morning here. And definitely not indoors.

Despite his sunglasses and don’t screw with me attitude, I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off of him. His hat and sunglasses hadn’t been able to obscure how gorgeous he was. The dark stubble on his face, the corded muscles in his neck and arms, the swarthy glow of his skin. This was a man who spent a lot of time outdoors. Probably working with his hands. I’d bet he had callouses on his—

“Miss?”

I blinked back into the present and realized while I’d been cataloguing everything I found attractive about him, he’d been trying to ask me a question. “Uh, sorry. I didn’t catch that.”

His plump lips curved into a smug little smile. “Can we get some straws for the waters?”

“Oh. Yeah. Of course.” I pulled a few straws from my half apron and dropped them on the table. “Sorry about that.”

His lips quirked for a second, and I wished like hell that I could see what color his eyes were. Velvety brown? Hazel with a starburst of color? Deep blue?

A bell rang in the distance, signaling that their food was ready.

Their food!

I flinched and realized that my mystery man was still holding my hand. “Um, I’m gonna need that back if you want me to grab your breakfasts.”

He tilted his head. “In a minute. You going to The Oceanfront Music Festival?”

Oh god. He no doubt heard that whole exchange with Lydia. How mortifying. I pulled my hand away. “Not anymore. I’m just gonna go grab…”

I turned and all but ran away from the table.

Standing in front of the passthrough, I loaded up my tray again. Chicken-fried steak, eggs, and biscuits and gravy. Egg-white spinach omelet with avocado toast and oatmeal. So much food for two people.

“Everything okay, kiddo?” Gwen asked with a frown.

I loaded extra napkins on my tray and gave her what I hoped passed for a smile. “Yup.”

“’Kay. Just yell if they get out of hand”—she whipped her spatula through the air—“and I’ll come running.”

My cheeks heated with the knowledge that she’d seen that. And had probably seen me staring at the guy. No way was I explaining to my sixty-eight-year-old godmother that it was because the guy was that hot.

Nope. Not doing that.

I headed back to the table with my tray.

“Chicken-fried steak and eggs.” I laid the plate in front of the massive man facing the room with his back to the wall, his muscles bulging as he uncrossed his arms. “And biscuits and gravy. Egg-white omelet, avocado toast, and oatmeal. Are you sure you don’t want any fruit with that?” I asked the question out of habit, then winced. This was supposed to be a dump and run mission. I shouldn’t be lingering. I didn’t want to look like an even bigger goober than I already did.

“Are you really not going to the music festival?”

I shook my head. What was this guy’s obsession with me going? “Looks like I’m not. If you guys don’t need anything else…”

“There’s no act you’re looking forward to seeing? Out of that whole lineup? Over two whole days?”

“I didn’t say that. I said I’m not going.”

“But who do you want to see?”

“It doesn’t matter, because I’m not going.”

“But—”

“Leave the poor girl alone, B.” The voice rumbled from the other side of the table. “And eat your damn food.”

B turned to his friend. I took advantage of the moment and got the hell out of there.

“Emma!” Lydia hollered just when I thought I was in the clear.

I turned and watched her stomp down the center aisle of the diner. My dread grew with every step. Her hands were full of paperwork from the office.

“Don’t forget about this weekend. The girls and I will be out of cell range until Sunday. Do not make me regret putting you in charge this weekend.”

Then she turned and slammed through the door, narrowly missing a few of our regulars on their way in.

“Hey Bob, Hunter.” I called, my nerves evident in my tone. “The usual?”

They grunted and slid onto stools at the bar. I turned away and scribbled their order onto my pad, passed the paper to Gwen who gave me that look, and then turned back with the coffeepot in hand.

I filled up their mugs and turned to check on the back table when something occurred to me. “Hey Hunter?”

He grunted in reply.

“Is your wife still a big fan of the Tin Gods?”

He rolled his eyes. “I love the woman, but if I have to hear about how hot their lead singer is one more time…”

I smiled as I pulled out my phone. “What’s your email address?”

“What? Why?”

“Just tell me. Email address?”

He rattled out an answer, and I tapped away at my screen. Then a whooshing sound came from my phone. “There you go. Two tickets to the festival. Have fun.”

“What? Are you serious?” Hunter blinked at me, dazed.

“Look for yourself. And tell Tori she can’t leave you for a pretty-boy singer. That’s a condition of accepting the tickets.”

“Wow. Thanks, Em. That’s amazing. I can’t, I don’t… Just, wow. Thank you.”

“Have fun.” I gave him a smile and felt slightly better for not being able to go. Being able to help out my friends helped the ache a bit.

“What?” Bob held up his hands. “Nothing for me?”

I laughed. Attending the festival would be akin to torture for him. “Sure thing.” I turned, grabbed one of the small waters I had made up in advance, and plunked it down on the countertop. “On the house. Just for you.”

His laughter rolled through the diner. “You’re the best, Emma.”

“Only for you, Bob. Only for you.”

I was still grinning as I headed for the table at the back.

But my smile fell away as I noticed the guys had changed seats and my mystery man’s entire focus seemed to be on me.

I’d never been so aware of my entire body before. Was I walking normal? Is that how my hips usually moved? Why did everything feel so awkward?

I forced a smile as I paused next to their table. “Is everything okay? Need anything?”

“I’ve never seen anyone look so fucking sad while smiling.”

The words took my breath away, like he’d socked me in the stomach. “Yeah, well, when your life turns out like mine has, it’s not easy to find something to smile about, but I still try. So, you’re good?” I glanced at his untouched plate and stopped mid-pivot. “Is something wrong with your breakfast?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Haven’t been able to look away from you to even take a bite.”

“Um…” I didn’t know how to take that. Guys didn’t come onto me. I was a firm resident of the friend zone. I could’ve been mayor of the friend zone. Just ask Hunter. Or Caleb. Or Luke. I was friend to all, girlfriend of none.

“B,” the man across from him rumbled warningly.

My mystery guy just shrugged. “What? It’s true. It’s like an episode of that one diner comedy. She even looks like the brunette. Only, instead of a comedy, it’s a fucking tragedy because a girl like you, who looks like that, shouldn’t be wasting away in this hellhole.”

I saw red. “This ‘hellhole’ was my dad’s whole life—his dream. He worked here until he couldn’t stand up because the cancer was eating away his muscles. I don’t give a shit what you think.” I stomped three steps away then turned back around to yell, “And I wish I had a rack like Max’s!”

I stomped past a shellshocked Bob and Hunter and then shoved my way through the swinging doors to glare in frustration at Gwen. “Gah! Did you hear that?”

She flipped her eggs and didn’t even turn around. “Knew you could hold your own.”

“Why are men so, so…” I groaned as my words evaded me.

“Stupid? Clueless? Aggravatingly handsome?”

“Yes! Wait, no. What? Did you hear what that asshole out there said to me?”

“Uh huh.” She swapped spatulas to flip the hashbrowns. “Sounded to me like someone was getting hit on. About time, too.”

“What? No, I wasn’t. He said…oh.” My face heated. “And I pretty much yelled back that I had small boobs. Oh my god.” I buried my face in my hands.

Gwen chortled. “Yup
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