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      Hey Mamas: This is for you.

      For those moments of loneliness.

      When you would give your left arm for a nap.

      For each time you feel crushing mom guilt.

      Breathe.

      And remember, taking care of yourself IS taking care of your kids. You wouldn’t load them into a car that hasn’t been taken care of, right? Mamas need to be taken care of, too.

      So read the book.

      Do the thing that makes you feel like YOU.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 1968

      

      

      

      The familiar beat of I Think We’re Alone Now by Tommy James and the Shondells carried over the field, and Bernadette Durand lay back in the grass under the shade of the peach tree, covered in flower petals. Mom must have brought the record player outside for the party, which had started in her absence.

      She couldn’t will herself to get up.

      With her long, dark hair cascading like a waterfall over her face and shoulders, she could almost block out the noise of everything but her heartbeat.

      Forget that this was the worst day of her life.

      Soft, familiar lips pressed to hers, and her eyes flew open. Blue eyes hovered above her, locked with hers.

      He came looking for me.

      Tears filled her eyes as she returned Peter’s kiss, her heart lurching painfully in her chest. She lifted her hands around his freshly shaven face, tasting the familiar peppermint of his Doublemint gum, and her tears flowed down the corners of her eyes and pooled in her ears.

      “I came for my girl.”

      Peter broke away and wiped her tears, helping her sit.

      Then she got a good look at him.

      He’d dressed in his Army uniform.

      I should have expected it.

      A lump rose in her throat. “Peter Yardley, I told you I didn’t want to see you like this.”

      “And I told you I wanted to see you at my goodbye party. Come on, B. You couldn’t even come for five minutes?”

      Five minutes of what? Torturing herself? Him?

      For the three years since they’d graduated from high school, this had been her constant fear. She’d begged him to go to college. Begged him to go to Canada. And he’d kept telling her luck was on his side. Their side.

      “I’m a lucky sort of guy.”

      Until he’d taken matters into his own hands and enlisted rather than wait to be drafted.

      How could he do this after what had happened to Robbie? Her brother had been captured a year earlier. And we still don’t know where he is. How could her mother throw a party for Peter?

      “Please.” She sniffled, crying more freely now. “Please don’t do this. Don’t go. Just don’t go.”

      She’d never even heard of Vietnam until a few years earlier. Now, the word threw a dark shadow into her heart, making her want to scream.

      Peter said he couldn’t live with himself if he sat on the sidelines anymore. Not after Robbie.

      “B, I’ll be fine. And when I come home, we’ll get married. I’ll make you proud, I promise.”

      “But I’m already proud of you.” She flung her arms around his neck. “Please stay with me.”

      He held her tightly as she nestled her face into the crook of his neck. The first time they’d made love had been right here, under this tree, and she’d snuck out of her house in the middle of the night to meet him.

      And now, it might be the last place she ever saw him. The last moment when he was hers.

      “I love you, B. Nothing is going to change that. I’ll be back before you blink.”

      She wiped her cheeks with her hands. “If you go, I won’t be here. I’m going to Paris to go live with my mom’s cousin. I won’t stay a single day in Brandywood if you’re not here. I can’t.”

      This time, it wasn’t a vague threat. The thought of walking the streets of Brandywood without him was too overwhelming. They’d daydreamed of what they could build here in town together. She couldn’t bear the thought of it without him.

      If he was leaving, then she was going to leave, too.

      He kissed her again, gently, then said, “I promise you this—I’m marrying you right here, someday. You’ll see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Travis

      

      

      

      The trouble started when Travis Wagner believed Hannah didn’t want to do anything for Valentine’s Day.

      Why couldn’t—for once—a woman actually just tell him what the hell she wanted to do for the over-commercialized, ridiculously priced, biggest guilt-trip holiday of all?

      Want to go to a hotel and get room service and have sex all night?

      Sounds good.

      Hoping for a bouquet of red roses that costs quadruple what it usually does?

      Just tell me so I can order.

      Up for dinner with sardine-like table seating so the night can be extra uncomfortable?

      Noted. I need a heads-up so I can make a reservation four weeks out.

      But nope.

      Hannah said she wanted to do nothing.

      “Valentine’s Day is stupid.” Her exact words. “I don’t want to do anything.”

      . . . except it was a lie.

      And I was stupid enough to believe her.

      As Travis drove through the streets of Brandywood with a frosty Hannah beside him, sweat beaded on the back of his neck. He’d called all the restaurants in a thirty-mile radius—which was not that many, given that Brandywood was a small town smack dab in the middle of the mountains of Western Maryland.

      Not a reservation to be found.

      In fact, the only possibility had come when the hostess at Yardley’s told him that the high-tops on the bar side were first come, first serve, so if he could snag a table, it was his.

      So he’d offered the hostess a free auto tune-up if she held a high-top for him, and by some miracle, she’d agreed. Hallelujah.

      . . . except it’s Yardley’s.

      Wagners didn’t venture into Peter Yardley’s famed restaurant, even if it was one of the town’s favorite places. Travis’s family would be furious with him for being spotted there, and given his father’s recent escalation of the Wagner-Yardley feud, Travis might just get kicked out of Yardley’s.

      But what choice do I have?

      He snuck Hannah a glance. She’d crossed her arms, her foot impatiently tapping on the floor mat of his restored Chevy Stingray.

      They’d been dating for six months now, the longest relationship Travis had been in for

      . . . well, ever. And even though they’d had a bumpy start, things had been going well for the past couple of months.

      I don’t want Valentine’s Day to screw me over.

      He should have known she didn’t actually mean she didn’t want to do anything, right? That was the joke. Nothing never means nothing. But how could he have? She’d been adamant. Sworn up and down how dumb and meaningless the holiday was.

      . . . only to blow up at him over the phone an hour ago.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t even buy me flowers, let alone plan a date.”

      Travis raked his fingers through his short hair, his chest unusually tight.

      He shouldn’t have even called Yardley’s, except he’d been desperate.

      . . . and it’s not like it would be the first time I’ve gone against my family’s wishes.

      Pushing his pride low, he gritted his teeth, then pulled into the garage of his shop. Parking on Main Street was a nightmare tonight, and considering he lived and worked a five-minute walk from Yardley’s, this was the best option. Besides, if Hannah cooled off, they might end up coming back here anyway.

      She gave him a confused look as he killed the engine. “I thought you said you were picking me up to take me to dinner.” Then her face brightened. “Unless . . . did you make me dinner?”

      Riiiiiight. Yup. That would have been the next best thing.

      He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, scanning her wide brown eyes. “Unfortunately, my stove is still broken.” It was the truth, but dammit, if he’d thought of it, he could have gone up to his grandmother’s café and whipped something up in the kitchen there. It was why he hadn’t bothered fixing or replacing the stove for the past three months. He ate breakfast at his grandmother’s or at Jen’s place, made sandwiches for lunch, and then went back to the café for dinner—or went out with Hannah.

      “Oh.” Hannah’s pretty face fell.

      “I figured we could park here and walk.” He was trying to avoid telling Hannah he hadn’t made any plans even though she’d accused him of it. Instead, he’d said, “Actually, I’m on my way to pick you up.” And then he’d hung up the phone and panicked.

      The florist had been closed already, so he’d been forced to fly up to his best friend’s farm and beg Ben for some flowers from the greenhouse. Then he’d swung by Jen’s bakery and grabbed a box of chocolates—and once again, his two closest friends had saved his ass. He’d showered and changed in five minutes flat, then been out the door to pick Hannah up.

      Hopefully, the hostess had managed to hold a high-top at Yardley’s by now.

      Who am I kidding? They don’t clear out at eight on a normal Friday night, let alone a holiday.

      He swung open the door to his car, then walked around for Hannah. She accepted his hand when he held it out for her, but when he leaned down to kiss her, she tilted her face, leaving him with a mouthful of air.

      Ooof.

      Why is she so mad, anyway?

      He got her the flowers and the chocolates and the things she said she hated. Sure, he hadn’t texted her “Happy Valentine’s Day” until right before he’d called her this evening, but he’d been slammed all day doing paperwork for insurance claims, and Hannah frequently didn’t text him until after work.

      They exited the garage, and he reached for her hand. She gave him a limp fish handhold, not looking at him. “What’s wrong?” He squeezed her hand.

      Hannah tossed her long brown curls over her shoulder. After a minute, she said tersely, “It just feels like you weren’t that interested in trying to make our first Valentine’s Day that significant.”

      For fuck’s sake.

      Irritation simmered low in his gut. Keeping his eyes level with the shops on Main Street, he couldn’t help but notice the explosion of pink and red hearts that glared at him from all the store windows. Brandywood wasn’t known for doing anything halfway, and decorating for each holiday majorly factored into that.

      It probably wouldn’t help him where Hannah was concerned.

      He slowed as they got closer to Yardley’s, which was brightly lit and warmed by outdoor string lights and heaters. Peter Yardley had made a lot of improvements to the property since he’d become a national homemaking sensation—Brandywood’s biggest celebrity.

      Travis’s heart tugged as he thought about his grandmother’s café, which had long been the town rival for the best food in town. The same magazine that had discovered Peter Yardley had given Nana a column, but that hadn’t brought her the level of fame and collaborations it had Peter.

      Hell, the man even has a TV show. So while Peter’s business had surged with popularity—and resulted in the opening of his enormous Country Depot on Main Street and brought him wealth and throngs of tourists to the town—Nana was still working to make a living.

      I shouldn’t be here.

      Still, he pushed the door open and moved inside.

      He hadn’t gone far when Hannah dropped his hand.

      She stopped near the doors of the cozy foyer, a few feet from the hostess station. The crowded foyer brimmed with couples of all ages waiting to be seated, and—if Travis didn’t know any better—they were all staring at him.

      Because they know who you are. Where you are.

      Tears shone in Hannah’s eyes. Did she realize how hard he was trying here?

      “What the hell, Travis?”

      She wasn’t quiet, and the foyer guests averted their gazes. Also leaned closer.

      He quirked a brow at her. With a shake of her head, she turned and stormed out of the restaurant.

      Travis followed her out into the cold February night. “Hannah, what? What is it?”

      She whirled around. “Yardley’s? You brought me to fucking Yardley’s?”

      “I—” Travis rubbed the back of his neck, heat rising on his cheeks. She was a lot shorter than he was—maybe by a foot—but stretched to her full length, and her anger poured from the tips of her fancy black shoes to the top of her head. “I know it’s not as expensive as you might have expected, but I’m trying. This was the only place I could get a last-minute table.”

      Her dark eyes flashed. “Are you kidding me right now? So you were lying to me when you said you had plans?”

      Why did she have to be so loud? He took her hand. “Can we go talk about this privately?”

      She snatched her hand away. “I can’t believe you. I thought this was going somewhere. My God, I am such an idiot.”

      Huh?

      In a lower voice, with as much composure as he could muster, he managed, “You said you didn’t want to celebrate Valentine’s Day. That you didn’t want to do anything.”

      “No, no.” She lifted a hand. “What I said is that if you had to ask what I wanted to do, then it would be nothing.”

      “No, that is not what you said⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me what I fucking said, Travis. And honestly, it doesn’t make a difference. Because clearly, I don’t mean enough to you to make plans to celebrate Valentine’s Day, but then, to add insult to injury, you bring me to Yardley’s of all fucking places?”

      Her voice screeched, and Travis stepped back, hoping the people on the other side of the wooden door to the foyer couldn’t hear.

      “It’s not a bad restaurant. I mean, not that I know from experience, but everyone else seems to⁠—”

      “Did you forget about my dad’s complaint to the town council? About the gelato?” She said the word as though it were poison.

      Oh.

      Oh holy shit.

      Fuuuuck.

      Yes, yes, he had forgotten. Because he was so busy thinking about his own family’s drama with the Yardleys that he’d forgotten about Fred Strickland’s ice cream shop.

      For years, Stricklands’ Ice Cream had claimed they had an exclusive deal with the town to be the only ice cream shop on Main. Then Peter’s Country Depot had opened and offered gelato, which Peter claimed was substantially different enough to be allowed.

      And now that Travis’s dad was trying to get Peter Yardley’s store booted from Main Street, Fred Strickland had become a huge supporter of the proposal.

      He could read the look on Hannah’s face that this was the far bigger issue right now.

      While they’d never really discussed the Wagner-Yardley feud, it had never occurred to Travis that part of his appeal might be that he was on the Wagner side of things.

      “I—”

      Hannah shook her head. “I can’t believe you would even come here. Tonight, of all nights.”

      He stared at her, trying to figure out what to say to make this right.

      Then the part of his brain that got him in trouble, the one that made him the least “Wagner out of the family”—as his sister Grace had so bluntly put it—clicked on. “They’re just people. It’s just a restaurant. A giant fissure isn’t going to open in the center of town if we walk in. We just proved that.” He reached for both her hands, a hint of a smile at the corners of his lips.

      Humor usually helped their arguments.

      But this time, Hannah didn’t crack a smile. She pulled her hands away as though he’d stung her. “If that’s what you think, then this whole relationship has been a huge fucking mistake.”

      Travis’s eyebrows came together. “What?”

      “You heard me. This is over. Don’t bother to offer to drive me home. I’ll call a friend. Because I can’t stand the sight of you right now.” Hannah turned and stormed down the sidewalk.

      Travis followed her. “Wait, you’re breaking up with me?”

      “Not a moment too soon, apparently.”

      Come again? “Over the Yardleys?”

      “Over your fucking disloyalty. Please.” Hannah stopped and glared at him. “Get the hell away from me, Travis. I’m serious. This thing between us is over. Go back to Yardley’s since that’s apparently where you want to be tonight.” She started forward again.

      Her immaturity had never seemed so obvious. She was twenty-two—four years younger than him—which he’d told Ben didn’t really feel like a gap. But now, somehow, it did.

      Disloyalty?

      Because of Fred Strickland getting his panties in a twist over ice cream?

      He could handle going to Yardley’s for her sake when his family had legitimate issues with the Yardley family over the years, so yeah, fuck that.

      Maybe it was self-preservation.

      Maybe it was the fact that he’d just spent the evening trying to bend over backward for her, and she’d been ungrateful.

      “Grow up, Hannah,” he finally snapped, not following her any farther.

      She tossed him a venomous look over her shoulder. “I’ll be sure to let everyone know where you stand on things tomorrow at the town council meeting.”

      Then she pulled out her phone and dialed someone, leaving him standing there.

      Travis clenched his jaw. The town council meeting. Where his father would push forward the proposal to vote Peter Yardley’s Country Depot off Main Street.

      It won’t be a good look for me if Hannah says something.

      But, then again, he didn’t exactly agree with his father on this.

      If he was going to be thrown under the bus, he may as well get a beer first.

      Turning back toward Yardley’s, he headed inside, straight to the bar.
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        Lindsay

      

      

      

      Three months of being in charge had changed her brother into a total, unmitigated asshole.

      Lindsay Yardley crossed her arms in disbelief as she stared at Logan, furious he’d pulled her from the bar during one of the busiest nights of the year. “You really called me back here for this bullshit?”

      Logan’s eyes, a similar blue-gray as her own, simmered with displeasure. “Hey. I might be your brother, but I’m still your boss. Watch it.”

      She rocked her weight back onto one heel of her tennis shoes, her fury building. “Or what, Logan? You’ll fire me? Even you can’t do that, and you know it.”

      “I can when you’re stealing. Which you are.” He clasped his hands together, leaning forward at his desk.

      His desk.

      Pops’s desk.

      God, she’d never missed her grandfather managing the restaurant and bar more than she did at this moment. The office used to be a place of comfort for her—she’d often come to do her homework here while she was in high school. Quieter than the library, with better food, and Pops to spoil her.

      But then he’d gone and become a celebrity, with his own television series, a camera crew that followed him around, another enormous store, and way too much to do for a seventy-six-year-old. He hadn’t wanted to give up bartending or managing the restaurant, but Mom and Dad had practically threatened a coup after Pops’s cardiologist had told him he needed to take it easy last fall.

      Enter Logan.

      “Pops never had a problem with me comping drinks. Do you have any idea how many drinks that man gave away a night? Actually . . . no, you don’t. Because you never tended bar here. Meanwhile, it’s been my part-time job since I was in college.”

      “Well, Pops isn’t running things anymore. And if you’re right, then it’s no wonder the bar was having trouble before he hit it big. You’re giving away the product people are coming here to buy, Linds. Explain how that makes any sense.”

      She puffed out a long sigh from her cheeks. “Because,” she said through gritted teeth, “they buy more of it. Plus, they keep coming back here and don’t go somewhere else because they now have a favorite bartender.”

      “I don’t buy it. And you know what? It doesn’t matter. We aren’t doing that anymore. You can comp five drinks a night. That’s it.”

      Five? She gave away five drinks an hour—if not more.

      This was ridiculous. Just one more thing Logan could hold over her. One more way he could prove what amazing things his master’s in business would do for him and the restaurant—and how more qualified he was than Lindsay to be in charge.

      Not that it makes a difference. No one in her family had even considered her for the position.

      To them, she was “little Linds”, youngest of the five Yardley children, preschool teacher, and most likely to get along with everyone.

      Decidedly not the future face of Yardley Enterprises.

      And that was fine. Sort of. They were right. She wanted nothing to do with business meetings, corporate sponsorships, and camera crews.

      But now that the restaurant was in Logan’s hands, she couldn’t help wondering why she hadn’t put up a bigger fight to have some say in the way they would run it.

      Before she could think of any reasonable response to Logan’s demands on her, a tap on the door sounded, followed by her other brother, Jake, cracking it open.

      “Got a second?” Jake asked, poking his head in.

      Logan raised his chin. “What’s up?”

      Jake smirked. “You’ll never guess who just sat down at the bar.” Before Logan could answer, Jake said, “Travis Wagner.”

      Lindsay’s heart squeezed.

      Travis is here?

      Logan stood, the legs of his chair scraping against the floorboards. His face darkened. “What the hell is he doing here?”

      Good question.

      In all the time Lindsay had worked at her grandfather’s bar, she’d never witnessed any Wagner come in here, which was unsurprising. She didn’t know what made this worse—that one had finally made an appearance or that it was Travis.

      Logan might go out there and make this ugly.

      And tonight, of all nights, was not a night to make a scene. Not with the big vote at the council tomorrow morning.

      “Not sure. But apparently he showed up with Hannah Strickland—and get this—she dumped him in a yelling match outside the door.” Jake couldn’t have looked more delighted at what must have been a humiliating for Travis. Lindsay had to restrain herself from speaking. “Want me to get rid of him?”

      She should step in.

      Lindsay cleared her throat. “Will you two just let it go? He’s a paying customer, right? We’re all about the bottom line now, apparently. I’ll give him a few drinks and gently nudge him out the door.”

      Logan and Jake both shot her quizzical looks, and she hooked her thumbs into the belt loops of her jeans. “He’s Jen’s other best friend. Please. For her sake—and mine by extension—don’t make a scene.” They both loved Jen Cavanaugh. If anything could stay them, that might just do the trick.

      Logan set his hands on his desk and leaned toward her. “You make it clear he’s not welcome to come back, or I will.”

      Forcing a smile, Lindsay nodded, then pushed past Jake. Her cheeks burned as she fled into the hallway, her stomach churning. Logan had every right to be mad, especially given the hell that Travis’s dad, Todd Wagner, was causing for their family.

      She made a pit stop at the bathroom, pausing in front of the sink to splash some cold water onto her red face. I can’t take working for Logan much longer. But the money was good, and she’d been bartending for so long.

      Of all nights, why did Travis have to pick tonight to show up at the bar?

      She scanned her own reflection and then loosened her honey-blond hair down from the ponytail she wore before gathering it up more neatly once again. She didn’t have any reason to be nervous. Travis wasn’t here to see her, and it sounded like he’d just endured a humiliating breakup.

      On Valentine’s Day. Yikes.

      Jitters fluttered through her fingers. She’d avoided him for a good six months now, even skipping Jen’s Christmas party a couple of months ago because she’d known Travis was going with Hannah.

      She hadn’t been jealous, of course. That would take being emotionally involved, which wasn’t what she and Travis had ever shared.

      But being around him always made her feel like their little secret was vulnerable to exposure.

      Lindsay dried her hands, then left the bathroom, heading straight to the bar. Luis, who’d picked up an extra shift tonight to help, gave her an exasperated look as she scooted past him. “Where you been? It’s chaos out here.”

      “Sorry. The boss wanted to talk to me about comping drinks.” Lindsay rolled her eyes.

      Luis grinned. “He worried they’re going to tip you too well?”

      Ugh. Yet another reason to not like Logan’s new policy. She made such good money on tips.

      “Can you help me make six Cosmos? The single ladies’ club over there just asked for another round.” Luis nodded at the corner of the bar.

      Lindsay looked in the direction he’d indicated and spotted Travis seated at the very end of the bar. He wasn’t talking to anyone and held his beer glass in both hands, staring down at it.

      He looked miserable.

      Ouch. Her heart tugged.

      Even Travis Wagner didn’t deserve to be feeling like shit on Valentine’s Day.

      She went to the cranberry juice dispenser, tearing her gaze away from Travis.

      He looked good tonight, too. Dark hair, short and messy, shaven. He’d always looked a bit more like a James Dean rebel beatnik than the typical jeans and flannel that Brandywood seemed to serve up so well. But built. Clearly, more than mechanic work went into that body—and she knew from firsthand experience.

      . . . and that’s enough of that.

      She didn’t need to go down that line of thought tonight.

      She worked on the cocktails, then set them on a tray for a server to take. There wasn’t time to think about Travis right now. The bar was just as busy with the people celebrating Valentine’s Day as with the haters and the lonely folks who just wanted a drink on a Friday night.

      Once Travis finished his beer, she’d close out his tab—if he had one—and the receipt would be a nudge to get going.

      . . . except forty minutes later, Travis still sat there, staring at the same beer.

      He’d pulled out his phone at some point, but that was it.

      Not a sip.

      Sighing, Lindsay went over to the shelf and grabbed a bottle of Patrón and a shot glass.

      Setting it in front of Travis, she poured him a shot and set it down with a lime wedge. His eyes met hers as though it surprised him she’d finally come over. “What’s that for?”

      “You. Because clearly whatever light beer you ordered isn’t cutting it tonight.”

      Travis scowled. “Maybe I don’t feel like drinking alone.” He pushed the shot back toward her.

      She held his gaze, then grabbed another shot glass. After setting it down, she poured herself a shot. “Cheers.” She lifted the glass, raising her brow.

      Travis didn’t move for a minute, then he took the glass. “I don’t even know what the hell I’m doing here, you know?”

      “Neither do I. But drinking seems like a good excuse.” She winked, then downed the shot, the liquid burning her throat. She grabbed the lime wedge and popped it into her mouth, biting down.

      Travis followed suit a moment later.

      Now that he’d had his drink, he could leave.

      But Travis nudged the glass toward her. “Another round?”

      “Maybe for you. You have a heartbreak to heal.” She poured another shot and winked. “I can’t afford to get drunk on the job.” She turned to go.

      “She said she didn’t even want to celebrate Valentine’s Day.”

      Hannah?

      Lindsay turned back to him with a smirk. “And you believed her?”

      “I didn’t have any reason not to.”

      Now she smiled more broadly. “You stupid, stupid man. Rule number one. Never believe any woman who says not to make her feel special on a romantic holiday.”

      Travis frowned at his tequila. “Yeah, well, it’s a little late for that. Laugh it up.”

      Lindsay bit her lip. She shouldn’t make fun of him. No matter what had happened between him and Hannah, no one deserved to be dumped publicly. She’d worked too long at this job and had seen too many private issues aired in humiliating manners. Alcohol had a way of doing that.

      She hesitated, then poured herself another shot. “One more. Just because you need this tonight.” She downed it and then nodded at him to do the same.

      “I don’t need your pity, Lindsay.” Travis’s eyes narrowed, but he took the shot, then pushed the glass away. “You don’t have to pretend we’re friends because I got dumped at the doorstep of your freaking restaurant. And I didn’t drink the beer because I’m pretty sure your brother spat in my glass before he poured it.”

      It sounded like something Jake might do.

      “So you just sat here at the bar instead?”

      “Why not?” Travis shrugged. “I’ve got nowhere else to be tonight. And if that’s how Jake’s going to play it, I may as well occupy a paying seat.” Bitterness tinged his voice.

      Lindsay sighed and snatched the beer away. Dumping it, she grabbed a fresh glass and poured a new one. Setting it down in front of him, she said, “Here. On the house. But my advice is to drink it and go. Spitting in your glass is one of the more innocuous things my brothers will do, and you know it.”

      As she backed away from the bar top, she felt as though she’d slammed into a solid wall. She startled, then turned to see Logan standing there, his expression dark.

      “Giving drinks away again, Linds?” he hissed, displeasure written on his face.

      She shrank back. How long had he been standing there?

      “You asked me to get rid of him,” she managed in a low voice, hoping Travis wouldn’t overhear. The last thing she needed was to be humiliated by her brother in front of him.

      “Yeah. Forty minutes ago. Not give him shots of Patrón and beer for free.”

      “There a problem?” Travis’s voice was clear, and she looked over her shoulder at him. Travis stood, his eyes dark.

      “Travis was just leaving, Logan. Leave it alone, will you?” She gave Travis a firm look, hoping he could read her eyes. Just go, you idiot.

      “Actually, I wasn’t. And I have no problem paying for my drinks. Even the one Jake spat in.” Travis edged closer to the bar and pulled his wallet out, then set a credit card on the surface.

      Logan reached past Lindsay and lifted the edge of the card with his thumb and forefinger. Flicking it off the bar, it spun through the air toward the floor. “I’m not interested in your money, asshole. Get out of my bar.”

      Travis’s eyes glittered darkly, but his face was a hard mask. He didn’t budge.

      “Logan, please.” Lindsay set her hand on his forearm, giving him a pleading look. “People are staring.” The bar had started to empty out. The one thing about Valentine’s Day was that the romantics all had somewhere to be and the depressed only got more depressed. But the Brandywood locals who remained all watched with curiosity. No doubt everyone in town would know about this confrontation before sunrise.

      “Well?” Logan spoke over the top of her head.

      Travis didn’t move for another full minute. Then at last, he leaned down and retrieved his credit card. Slipping it back into his pocket, he made his way out of the bar.

      Lindsay watched him leave, a mixture of regret and relief in her chest. She glared at Logan. “That was a dick move.”

      “You. In my office. Again.” Logan didn’t look at her, then left with a scowl.

      Oh hell no.

      Her eyes prickled, stinging with sudden tears. How dare he treat her like a petulant child?

      “Get out of my bar,” Logan had told Travis.

      His bar.

      Like she, Jake, Maddie, and Naomi didn’t have as much right to this bar as he did. Just because he was the eldest.

      Swallowing back her tears, she sidled up to Luis. “You think you can handle the rest of the night?” She hoped her eyes weren’t red.

      “Wha—” Luis scanned her face, a divot showing between his eyebrows. Then he nodded. “Sure. You take off if you need to.”

      She gave him a thin-lipped smile, then peeled off her apron, stashing it under the register. Hurrying past Luis, she started for the exit. As she walked, she grabbed a bottle of Patrón and turned toward Luis. “Tell Logan to take this out of my pay.”

      Luis gave her a wink, and she scooted out of the bar, heading toward the back of the restaurant.

      She passed Logan’s closed office door, her throat clenching. He could wait there for her all fucking night.

      Pushing open the back door, she stepped out into the icy winter air and shivered. She’d left her coat inside but didn’t feel like returning for it.

      Pausing by the back, she sucked in a deep breath, letting the air cool her burning face. She didn’t want to go home. Logan would talk with Mom and Dad, and she’d have to deal with this whole thing before she ate breakfast tomorrow. Maybe she’d walk to Pops’s house and spend the night there. He never locked the back door anyway and wouldn’t care if she crashed there.

      She hadn’t gone far when she spotted a dark figure leaning against the wall in the brick alleyway between the restaurant and the pottery shop next door, Slip and Grog.

      Travis.

      Her heart gave a thump.

      Her grip tightened on the bottle of Patrón. What was he still doing here? Hoping to confront Logan?

      She strode up to him. “Do you have a death wish tonight?”

      Travis lifted his gaze toward her. She knew his eyes were unique hazel, as though they couldn’t decide what they wanted to be, but right now, she saw nothing but dark. “Maybe.” Then he raised a brow at the tequila. “You still trying to follow me around and ply me with alcohol?”

      She grinned and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because we both know how well that went for us last time. Maybe I just needed a good drink after dealing with my asshole brothers.” She uncapped it and took a swig for effect. Careful now. She was already feeling the effects of the last two shots.

      Travis left his spot against the wall and came closer to her. His fingertips skimmed the back of hers as he took the bottle and lifted it. “Was last time really so bad?” He swallowed back a mouthful of tequila.

      She breathed out, the alcohol making her lips tingle.

      Or maybe it was the way his hand had brushed hers.

      She leaned back against the alley wall, then took the bottle back. “It’s going to take a lot more tequila for that to happen again, Travis.”

      He shrugged, stepping closer to her. “I don’t have any plans. What about you?”

      His palm curved over her hip, and her breath hitched.

      He’s Travis.

      Your brothers hate him.

      You’re heading to Pops’s house.

      Tequila really wasn’t her friend.
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      A giant, slobbery dog tongue swiped across Lindsay’s face, snapping her awake.

      What the hell?

      A soft exhale from the other side of the bed made the synapses of her sluggish brain fire.

      Oh shit.

      Lindsay rubbed her eyes, tugging the crust from the corners, trying to think as she rolled over. The dog, a black lab named Ratchet, set his chin on the mattress, staring up at her with soulful eyes while his tail wagged.

      A few drinks? Was that all it had taken?

      She hadn’t been completely drunk.

      But it had been enough.

      The room was still in darkness, the curtains of the room-darkening variety. Getting to the bedroom had been a tangle of clothes and bumping up against furniture in the dark, though, and she’d never stayed here during the day long enough to really see his room.

      She wasn’t wearing any clothes, was she? She checked under the sheets.

      Nope.

      Of all the men in this freaking town, why did Travis Wagner have to come to the bar last night?

      She smiled to herself as she remembered the night before.

      It was so good.

      It always was.

      Sex with Travis was incredible.

      Addictive.

      And completely, totally a mistake.

      Again.

      I can’t believe I did this again.

      Each time this had happened, they’d discussed that it was stupid. Besides the fact that they barely tolerated each other and their families would kill them, they should have some self-control by now, right? One-night stands—no matter how steamy—had never been Lindsay’s idea of the best way to handle a ridiculous sexual attraction or fill a lonely void . . . or whatever drove them back to this again.

      One thing was for certain, she wasn’t about to let Travis see her naked in the daylight, no matter what they’d done last night.

      She slipped out of the bed, looking around for her clothes.

      Ratchet chose that moment to bound toward her again and made a play bow.

      “No,” Lindsay hissed in a low voice, pointing toward the open door. “Go back out there.”

      When Ratchet didn’t budge, Lindsay grabbed one of Travis’s shoes and tossed it out the door. “Fetch!” It banged into the wall, and she winced, glancing back toward the bed. Travis didn’t move.

      Whew.

      But neither had Ratchet, who stood in front of her with his tail wagging.

      Screw it. I need my clothes. She dropped to the floor and located her phone on the wooden floorboards by her jeans. She tugged it out and flipped the flashlight on, shining it over the scattered clothes.

      This is so embarrassing.

      She’d thought she was over this stuff. Gone almost a year without one of these ridiculous hookups.

      You’re not a hormone-raging teenager anymore, Linds. Get a grip.

      But now here she was, crawling around butt-naked Travis’s apartment bedroom, trying to find her underwear, even more humiliated than she’d been when Travis had come into the bar the night before, and⁠—

      “Good morning to you, too.”

      Dammit.

      Lindsay grabbed the first thing near her and pulled it over her head. It turned out to be Travis’s work shirt—man, it smells good. Like a soft combination of fabric softener, a rugged men’s cologne, and the scent of Travis’s shop.

      She scrambled to her feet. “Hey.” She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, hoping she didn’t look like the mess she felt.

      Travis chuckled and propped himself up on his elbows, showing off bare arms that were equal parts ropey, thickly built with tanned muscle and tattooed skin. “Leaving already?” He stretched back, then pushed some pillows behind his head, leaning up against the headboard.

      “I just remembered I left some laundry on.” She found her lacy red bra dangling from the lamp on his dresser and hurried over to snatch it.

      “Hilarious. And here I thought you might be up for round four—or is it five? Are we counting the alleyway?”

      The alleyway. Man, they’d been reckless. “Don’t you think I’ve already stayed long enough?”

      Travis shrugged. “I can think of worse ways to spend the night.” He grinned, clearly amused by her discomfort.

      “In all seriousness, we both know it shouldn’t have happened.” She put the clasps of her bra together and then stepped into it, pulling it on under the long T-shirt. Attempting to be modest in front of Travis was sort of ridiculous since he’d obviously seen her naked just a few hours ago. But she may as well try to salvage whatever last scrap of dignity she had here.

      Travis wasn’t entirely wrong. The showdown at the restaurant—both Travis’s with Hannah and hers with Logan—had made for volatile emotions and irritation. Sex had made all that go away for a few hours. Not that using each other as scratching posts was dignified or fixed anything.

      Locating the rest of her clothes, she pulled them on and then swept her hair into a ponytail. Travis still watched her from the bed wordlessly, and she turned back toward him with a grimace. “Why do you keep looking at me?”

      He smirked and pushed aside the sheets, and she averted her gaze. His chuckle followed. “Can’t stand to look at me now?” He strode up beside her, then plucked his boxer briefs from the bookcase at her side. She pressed her lips together, focusing on the spines of the books on the shelves, the memory of peeling those briefs off with her teeth searing through her.

      Travis grabbed a fresh pair of briefs from his dresser, and she saw him pull them on from the corner of her eye. Not that he wasn’t good-looking. He was delicious. Like a fucking forbidden piece of chocolate when she was on a diet. Maybe fucking forbidden isn’t the right term. Fucking seemed to be the one thing they didn’t completely rule out between them.

      Her cell phone rang in her hand. Her sister, Maddie. Lindsay held a finger up to Travis in warning, then answered. “Hey.”

      “Hey, where are you?” Maddie sounded like she was speaking in a crowded room.

      Lindsay furrowed her brow, then winced. Crap. The town meeting. Her gaze shot to Travis, her chest tightening. If her sister only knew where Lindsay was, she would murder her.

      “Uh . . . I’m on my way. Sorry. Late night.”

      “Where the hell did you spend the night? Logan says you walked off your shift without permission. He’s really pissed at you right now.”

      Maddie wasn’t the type to take sides usually. She was solidly the middle child who got along with everyone. But the word “permission” hit Lindsay in the gut. “Logan was being an ass. If he wants to treat me like an employee and not his sister, he’s going to get the attitude I would give a boss if they were acting like a self-righteous prick.”

      She could practically hear Maddie’s eye roll. “Whatever. Just get down here. Dad is counting on your vote. It’s going to be a tight one. Fucking Wagners have called in every favor they have, and this place is packed.”

      Lindsay hung up, hoping Travis hadn’t overheard and thankful Maddie hadn’t pressed her on where she was. She clicked off her phone screen, avoiding Travis’s gaze. “I have to go. The town meeting starts in ten minutes. Could you drop me off somewhere within walking distance this time?”

      Travis raised a dark brow. “Or we could just walk in together. We’re twenty-six, Linds. Even if someone else in Brandywood suspected what happened last night, we could handle it. It’s not like we’re dating. The idea of a Yardley and a Wagner hooking up won’t trigger a nuclear meltdown. We’re two consenting adults.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Um, Logan almost punched you just for coming into the bar. Do you have any idea what he would do to you if he found out we were together last night? Jake, too.”

      Travis crossed his arms. “I’m not afraid of your brothers.”

      “Well, my family might disown me. Not to mention the fact that you and your girlfriend just broke up last night. You know how that makes me look? I’ll be slut-shamed and called a total traitor—which I pretty much am.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You’re not a traitor. Or a slut.”

      “Yeah, well, hopping into bed with you whenever I’ve had something to drink won’t help anyone’s perception of me. And stop looking at me that way. This is done. You’re done thinking of me sexually.”

      “So I should probably return that sex tape we made at Halloween a few years ago?” He smirked.

      What. The. Hell.

      She gasped. “You still have that thing? My God, Travis! Yes, give it to me. What if someone—like a girlfriend of yours—saw that?”

      “You can’t tell it’s you. That hot witch costume made it impossible.”

      She outstretched her hand, tingles of pleasure running down her spine. She couldn’t believe he’d kept it after all this time. Did he still watch it? “Give it to me now.”

      Travis sighed and went into his closet. Pulling a shoebox down from the top shelf, he rummaged through it and pulled out a thumb drive. He brought it over to her and held it out. “This isn’t a war.”

      Lindsay snatched the thumb drive from him. She was going to burn this thing.

      Maybe watch it first, then burn it.

      Ack. No. Definitely just burn it.

      . . . after a quick watch.

      Just to make sure I’m not recognizable.

      Thank God Travis couldn’t see her inner struggle.

      That’s it. I need to cut off this thing between us once and for all. Then she settled her weight onto her back foot. “Is your dad going to drop his campaign to have my grandfather’s store kicked off Main Street?”

      Rolling his eyes, Travis grabbed a pair of jeans from the dresser, which triggered Ratchet into hopping up from his space in the corner of the room. The dog’s tail wagged excitedly as though pants signified his daily outing. “Your grandfather’s store is a public nuisance. There’s no parking anywhere anymore. Buses are pulling into our streets—which aren’t meant to handle public transport like that—and stopping traffic for minutes while unloading their tourists.”

      “Riiight. So that’s a no, then.” So typical of a Wagner—only looking at the negatives rather than the influx of tourism money that her grandfather had single-handedly brought into town.

      Travis cocked his head. “Okay, fine then. Is your sister going to drop her lawsuit that Bunny’s didn’t disclose an allergen and almost killed a kid at her daughter’s birthday party?”

      Lindsay narrowed her eyes. “Not funny. That little girl ended up in the hospital for four days, Travis.” Naomi wouldn’t lie about something so serious.

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t the cookies. My grandmother is careful about shit like that. Unlike your family who doesn’t care two licks about how their behavior affects others.”

      And there it is.

      Why we agreed to stop hooking up.

      Why this doesn’t work, no matter how good the sex is.

      Why this was another colossal mistake.

      People in Brandywood laughed about the infamous Yardley-Wagner feud, but Lindsay guessed that was mostly because most people didn’t understand how much their families really hated each other. She’d grown up living and breathing it. Hearing her father grumble about the Wagners was a regular discussion in her home.

      No one knew how the whole thing started, but the feud had lasted several generations. What the people in town knew? How much worse it had gotten when Travis’s grandmother, Bunny, married into the Wagner family.

      So even if the folks from Brandywood didn’t take it seriously, Lindsay knew from the inside how much their families did. Her parents and siblings would be furious if they ever found out she’d hooked up with Travis. Multiple times. Over the past ten years. But she wouldn’t think about that.

      Lindsay gritted her teeth, then grabbed her bag from the floor. No more Patrón if Travis Wagner was within a five-mile radius. That needed to be her new motto.

      For a split second, her gaze flitted to the bed, and she remembered how soft that mattress was as Travis pushed her into it face-first, holding her hips from behind.

      Nope. Not going to even imagine it.

      She turned and gave Travis a hard look. “This stops today. No more. I’m serious this time. Now, are you going to drop me off or not?”

      It was sad that they even had a way of handling the morning after. Travis’s job as a mechanic who lived above his shop meant she could easily sneak into the closed garage and his car stored there. She’d ride in the back seat, hidden under a blanket, and they’d drive to an isolated spot and she’d get out. Then she’d walk, if needed, or get a rideshare.

      Travis pulled his shirt over his head, yanking it down. He seemed as irritated as she was. “You got it, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t call me that.” She started out of the bedroom door, Travis steps behind her.

      Ratchet bounded past them both, making circles around their feet.

      “Linds, I’m not your freaking enemy. Look, we had a good night together, given how badly things started for us both. It was fun. I’m not asking for it to happen again either, but for once, can we just not make this a thing where we decide all future decisions two seconds after we wake up?”

      She glanced back at him as he scrambled over toward the kitchen table and grabbed a dog food scoop. Popping open a plastic bucket of food beside the table, he leaned down, then picked up the dog bowl next to it and served Ratchet his breakfast. Plastic buckets and scoops and furniture that looked like a mismatched hodgepodge he’d picked up at various yard sales—he had the quintessential bachelor pad.

      No wonder Hannah dumped him. How could anyone see a future with Travis Wagner?

      Ouch. That was mean.

      Why am I so mad at him, anyway?

      But she wasn’t. She was mad at herself. She knew her foils, and Travis was one of them. No matter how many times she’d tried to tell herself one more night wasn’t a big deal, the older she got, the more one more night just seemed to affirm that she couldn’t get her shit together or be responsible—just like her family seemed to think.

      Logan had been the natural first choice for running Pops’s restaurant because—unlike her—he looked great on paper. He had that business degree, and people respected him and thought he could run things. Her family seemed to think all she was capable of was mixing cocktails and singing the ABC’s with her preschool students. And her dating life was nonexistent because she lacked time and was incredibly picky. She kept making the same damned mistakes and Travis was one of them.

      I thought I’d be settled by now. Content.

      “I’m really not trying to be harsh. You’re right. It was fun. It always is fun. Yet we always regret it, don’t we? I’m just speeding up the process where we say never again because you’re also right about us being twenty-six. I want to be taken seriously. My friends have serious jobs, own their own businesses, and are married and having babies or engaged—both of which aren’t even on my horizon, thanks to the terrible dating pool in town. I don’t have the luxury of screwing around anymore. And I don’t think this arrangement is what you’re looking for either, is it?”

      Travis’s features softened. From the little he’d revealed last night, Hannah had hurt him. He’d never had a reputation as a playboy and was just as well liked in town as Lindsay was, thanks to their families.

      “No, I’m looking for something more long-term.”

      “Right. So why beat around the bush? This has to end.” The soft crunching of Ratchet gobbling down his food filled the tense silence. Amazing how easy it was to be matter-of-fact with him. Maybe because they’d hooked up so many times over the years, and there wasn’t that mystery and tension there.

      Sex. No strings attached. Funny how people said it didn’t work with your friends. It almost weirdly worked with her enemy. He had as much to lose from people finding out the truth as she did, so they made sure that information never got out. Only Jen knew about it, and even then, Lindsay had only told her about it the first time when they were sixteen.

      Travis didn’t respond and palmed his keys from a bowl on the kitchen counter that also held a spotted banana, a few randomly sized batteries, and a wrench. “Shall we?”

      “Don’t you need to take the dog out first?”

      Travis shook his head. “He’ll let himself out back when he needs to go.” He gestured toward the back stairwell that led to his shop.

      She went ahead of him, her heart unusually heavy as she clamored down the metal steps into the garage. The scents of car oil, grease, and gasoline hung heavily in the space, reminding Lindsay of the time she’d spent in Travis’s arms the night before.

      Not that he’d smelled like that last night. Though that one time a couple of years ago they had hooked up in the garage. She gripped the railing, closing her eyes. She didn’t want to hate herself for this. So what if she sometimes hooked up with a single, consenting hot guy?

      No doubt about it, Travis Wagner was hot. He was cut with broad shoulders, and in the summer, he tanned like a Greek god. If she was honest, part of her pickiness with the men in town resulted from her comparing them to Travis.

      Then again, hooking up with a guy she didn’t particularly like wasn’t exactly a net positive.

      Gritting her teeth, she went toward Travis’s refurbished 1960s Chevy Corvette Stingray. Great. She’d forgotten that he’d been driving this thing around. A two-seater. Fortunately, he had the cover on it since it was winter. Where was she supposed to ride? The floor of that passenger seat looked cramped.

      Still . . . wow. He’d done an incredible job restoring it. Her grandfather had even commented on how he wished he could talk Travis into selling it or restoring one for him.

      “People might see me in this thing,” Lindsay said, glancing at him as he arrived at the driver’s seat. “How am I supposed to sit on the floor?”

      Travis grinned. “Let me get you a moving blanket to sit under. Unless you’d prefer the trunk?”

      “You would try to shove me in the trunk of your car.”

      “Only if I happened to bring a shovel with me, too.” Travis went to the trunk and pulled out a folded blue moving blanket.

      “Hilarious. You ever try digging a hole in the winter? I’m confident you’d be caught.”

      She leaned in and spotted a bouquet and a box of chocolates on the seat.

      And then she felt truly horrible.

      He’d clearly bought them for Hannah, maybe even driven her in the car before the whole debacle at the restaurant.

      She winced and grabbed them, holding them out to him. “Someone forget these?”

      Travis’s expression didn’t change as he took them quietly, then dumped them in a garbage can.

      That’s sad, too.

      Lindsay climbed into the tight space and sat in the passenger seat. Travis took the driver’s seat and then unfolded the blanket. He draped it over her a moment later, and she shook her head. The ride of shame. Humiliating.

      The garage door opened, then Travis started the engine with a roar. She’d never really thought about how loud these old cars were, or maybe it was exacerbated by the blanket, but she wished she could see Travis drive it. It seemed like a fun car to take a drive in.

      Just not under these circumstances.

      The seat floor seemed to vibrate as they exited the garage, and she leaned back, trying to think through the dull headache. She needed water, coffee, breakfast, and sleep. Not necessarily in that order. Also a toothbrush.

      Instead, she was heading to a damn community meeting because her dad would be furious if she missed the vote.

      “Do you have any gum?”

      “Yeah, I do. But it might look a little weird if I’m seen handing a pack of gum to the chair beside me.”

      The fact that Travis thought about things like that—that he understood her own paranoia—was also why these hookups had worked. He really is one of the good ones. Regardless, his hand slipped under the blanket a minute later, his palm grazing her thigh as he dropped a stick of gum onto her lap.

      She took it from him and popped it in her mouth, trying to think. This meeting wouldn’t be a fun one for either of them. His dad, a councilman for the town, had forced a vote on the issue about her grandfather’s store. And even though Travis had made it clear he supported his dad’s actions, any town meeting where the Yardley-Wagner feud was at the center of the agenda was usually uncomfortable and felt slightly . . . wrong. It was hard to put her finger on it, but it felt as though the town’s best interests sometimes got overlooked because of the feud. How was that good for Brandywood?

      They rolled to a stop a few minutes later, and Travis leaned across her and opened the door.

      “Is it safe?” Lindsay asked.

      “Would I have stopped if it wasn
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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