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  Chapter 1
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First Hour


Ava 
Afew shoppers still wander Main Street with bags from Miller’s Hardware and Books & Beans bookstore, but most stores have already flipped their signs to ‘Closed’ when I push open the wooden door of The County Line. The rich aroma of aged oak and smooth whiskey washes over me, a comforting embrace that melts away the tension in my shoulders. Classic country tunes drift from the jukebox, mingling with the soft murmur of conversation. It’s everything I hoped for when I escaped to this small town—a place where I could disappear, where the shadows of my past couldn’t reach me. 
I take a deep breath, savoring the warmth and familiarity of the bar. I’m reminded of the places back home before everything went wrong. Before him. I shake my head, pushing away the unwelcome thoughts. I’m here for a fresh start, and dwelling on the past won’t do me any good.
The regulars take notice as soon as I walk in. Conversations pause, heads turn. A group of women at a corner table whisper behind their wine glasses, their eyes following my path to the bar. Small towns. Every newcomer is a story waiting to be told.
As I head toward the bar, the man behind the counter catches my eye. Six-foot something, ripped, dark hair, he could be a cover model for a romance novel. His tight black tee shows off his muscular forearms while he’s making drinks. And when his piercing blue eyes lock with mine, a jolt of electricity courses through me. There’s something magnetic about him, an intensity that both thrills and unnerves me. I haven’t felt this kind of immediate attraction since… well, since before David.
I slide onto a barstool, trying to appear more confident than I am. “Old Fashioned, please,” I say, my voice steadier than I expected. I’ve been on edge all day, ever since I checked my blocked number list this morning and discovered David tried to reach me. Hell, no. There’s no way he knows where I am. Still, the memory of his last threat is fresh in my mind. You can run, but I’ll always find you.
God, changing my number is a logistical nightmare. But one blocked call leads to more, and my stomach drops. Six months of networking, thirty-eight clients, all my fresh business cards and profiles—about to become worthless because he refuses to let go.
The bartender hesitates—just for a heartbeat—before reaching for the bottle. A faded tattoo peeks out from under his sleeve as he pours with the confident movements of someone who’s done these thousands of times.
He nods, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “You’re new in town.” It’s not a question, though his voice carries an edge of curiosity that seems to mask something else. Caution? 
I raise an eyebrow. “That obvious, huh?”
He chuckles, and the deep sound settles warm and dangerous in my belly. “Small town.” He shrugs. We don’t get many newcomers.” He sets a glass in front of me, amber liquid catching the light. “I’m Logan. Logan Parker. This is my place.”
“Ava,” I reply, lifting the glass in a small salute before taking a sip. The whiskey burns down my throat, warming me from the inside out. “Ava Winters.”
The opening notes of “Layla” drift from the speakers, and something shifts in Logan’s expression. His fingers move against the bar top in precise, practiced motions, like he’s playing keys I can’t see. When the guitar riff kicks in, his scarred hand twitches as if following some ghost of muscle memory. For a moment, he seems somewhere else, lost in Eric Clapton’s desperate plea.
I adjust my position on the barstool, the slight shift causing a soft scraping sound against the floor. His eyes refocus, coming back to the present. A hint of color touches his neck, like I’ve caught him in an unguarded moment. He recovers in a flash, leaning against the bar with studied casualness.
“So, Ava Winters, what brings you to our little corner of Kentucky?”
I hesitate, taking another sip to buy myself time. How much do I reveal? The truth is too raw, too painful to share with a stranger, no matter how attractive he might be. “Needed a change of scenery,” I say finally. “Thought I’d try small-town life for a while.”
He nods, understanding in his eyes. “Running from something or towards something?”
The question catches me off guard. A laugh slips out, soft and sideways. “Aren’t we all doing a bit of both?”
His smile widens, crinkling the corners of his eyes, making something flutter inside my chest. As if a hummingbird is trapped inside my chest, flapping its tiny wings. Something I haven’t felt in a long time. 
“Touché,” he says, refreshing my drink without me having to ask. “Well, Ava Winters, welcome to Millford. You’ll find it’s an excellent place for fresh starts.”
Sipping, I watch Logan work, his strong hands handling the bottles with practiced ease. The man sure is a distraction. When he leans in to hear my order over the music, his cologne teases my senses—notes of cedar and something spicier that makes my imagination wander to dangerous places. I force myself to look away, reminding myself why I can’t afford to be attracted to anyone right now, no matter how disarming their smile might be.
Some lies we tell ourselves don’t even last a breath. Every time he passes by, the heat from his body seems to reach across the bar, magnetic and dangerous as a summer storm building on the horizon. Our fingers brush when he hands me my drink, and the contact sends sparks dancing across my skin. The whiskey’s warming my cheeks, I tell myself, though deep down, I know better.
“Jamie, another round…” someone calls out. I watch as the blonde server heads over to a group of guys with a tray of mugs, then dodges as a red-faced man in a wrinkled dress shirt swings his meaty hand toward her ass. In a blink, Logan’s there, his hand clamped on the guy’s shoulder. From my spot at the bar, I can hear his words.
“Touch my staff again, Joe, and you’ll need that hand to eat through a straw. Next step is out the door—permanently.”  
A glow spreads through my chest watching him—the way he moved without hesitation, protective without showboating. The quiet authority in his voice, the way his staff clearly trust him… I can see why this place seems different from other bars I’ve been in.
As the evening wears on, I open up to Logan in a way I haven’t with anyone in a long time. We trade stories and jokes, our laughter threading through the music and the chatter of the other patrons. I learn that he’s lived in Millford his whole life, that he took over the bar from his father, that the scars on his left hand are from an accident.
In return, I share carefully edited versions of my own stories. I tell him about my work as a graphic designer, about my love for old movies, about the stray cat I used to feed back in my old apartment. I don’t tell him about the real reason I left, about the ghost of bruises on my wrist, about the fear that still grips me when I hear a door slam. 
But even as I guard my secrets, I find myself drawn to Logan. There’s a depth to him, a hint of darkness behind his easy smile that touches something inside me. My skin prickles. Not with fear, but something electric. My body leans forward—a millimeter, maybe less—before I catch myself. Beneath my collar, my pulse is racing.
My body remembers what it’s like to want someone, even as my mind screams caution. When Logan laughs at something I’ve said, the sound resonates in my chest, and I catch myself imagining how it would feel to be held against that broad chest, to trace the line of his jaw with my fingers.
I shake my head, trying to clear these dangerous thoughts. The last time I trusted my attraction to someone, it came close to destroying me. Logan, though, seems different—the gentleness in his eyes contradicts his imposing presence, patience in the way he gives me space even as the tension between us builds.
“Logan Parker, are you monopolizing our newest resident? Word is she just moved into the cottage on Maple.” A bright, playful voice cuts through our conversation.
I turn to find a woman who seems somewhere in her early forties approach the bar. Her honey-blonde hair falls in loose waves past her shoulders, her moves all effortless grace. There’s something magnetic about her presence—a kind of warmth that draws people in.
“Rayna,” Logan greets her affectionately. “Just doing my civic duty, making sure Ava gets a warm welcome.”
“Is that what we’re calling it?” 
Mischief sparkles in Rayna’s eyes as she slides onto the stool next to me. “I’m Rayna Johnson. I own Sweet Blooms on Main Street—the flower shop with the blue door, you can’t miss it.”
“Ava Winters,” I offer, immediately warming to her direct but friendly manner.
“Don’t let this one fool you,” Rayna says, nodding toward Logan. “He acts all mysterious and brooding, but I still remember him organizing that fundraiser after old Mr. Wilson’s house burned down.” She turns to Logan. “Remember helping me replant my entire garden after that spring storm ages ago?”
Logan groans. “I was trying to impress your sister.”
“And how did that work out for you?” Rayna teases before turning back to me. “Stop by the shop sometime. Not just for flowers—though God knows this town could use more people who appreciate a lovely arrangement—but I find my shop tends to be a sanctuary for people looking to put down new roots.”
Something in her tone, a deeper understanding, tells me Rayna sees more than she lets on. She doesn’t press, doesn’t pry, but her invitation hints at something beyond simple small-town friendliness.
“I’d like that,” I say, surprised to find I mean it.
“Good.” Rayna stands, smoothing her floral sundress. “Logan, pour me a glass of that Cabernet you’ve been hiding behind the bar. And try not to scare this one away—we could use some fresh faces around here.”
Before I know it, the bar empties, and it’s just Logan and me, the jukebox playing in the background. Logan wipes down the bar while I’m finishing my drink. Three Old Fashioned in, and the world has taken on that soft, dreamy quality that makes everything seem possible. 
“So,” Logan says, breaking the comfortable silence that has settled between us. “Any big plans for tomorrow?”
I shrug, tracing patterns in the condensation on my glass. “Still getting settled in. Might explore the town a bit.”
He nods, tossing the rag over his shoulder. “Well, if you want a tour of the town, I’d be happy to show you around. Millford’s got hidden gems, if you know where to wander.”
I look up, meeting his gaze. The offer is tempting, more than I’d like to admit. But the cautious part of me, the part that’s still healing, hesitates. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m good at exploring solo.”
Something flickers in Logan’s eyes—disappointment, maybe, or understanding. “Of course,” he says, his voice soft. “The offer stands, though. Anytime you want that tour, just let me know.”
I nod, caught between relief and regret. “Thanks, Logan. I’ll keep that in mind.”
When he comes around the bar to say goodnight, the air between us grows thick with possibility. He’s close enough that I can see the faint stubble on his jaw and smell his cologne. My fingers itch to reach out, to discover if his hair is as soft as it looks, to learn the texture of his skin. Desire overwhelms my instinct for self-preservation, leaving me frozen in place.
Logan’s gaze is intense as he meets mine, and I know he senses this crackling energy between us, too. His hand twitches at his side, as if he’s also fighting the urge to reach out. But he doesn’t move closer, respecting the invisible barrier I’ve put up, and somehow that makes me want him even more.
“Ava,” he says, his voice low. “I’m glad you came in tonight.”
I swallow hard, too aware of how alone we are. “Me too,” I murmur. 
Part of me wants to close the distance, to lose myself in his embrace and forget about everything else. But the other part, the part that still wakes up in cold sweats, holds me back. 
Logan seems to sense my internal struggle. He takes a small step back, giving me space. “Get home safe,” he says. “And I hope I’ll see you around.”
I nod, not trusting my voice. As I turn to leave, his gaze burns against my skin, and I have to resist the urge to look back. The cool night
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