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      Wynter Jordan stood on the bank of the Mississippi River waiting for the ferry that would take her from Cassville, Wisconsin back to Dubuque.

      The murky water lapped gently against the levee, disguising its deadly currents.

      The river was swollen. Normally that would cause problems for those living along the river, but so far, no one had expressed any concerns. There were four vehicles other than hers waiting their turn to drive onto the ferry. Two pick-up trucks, an SUV, and another older sedan.

      It was one of those perfect Fall days that reminded her of pep rallies and football games.

      Part of that, of course, was that as she had driven through town after her meeting today, the homecoming parade had been just about to kick off.

      The excitement in the air was strong and hadn’t changed one bit since she was in the middle of it ten years ago. The music was a little different, a little more discordant to her more mature ears, but the nervousness and excitement on the homecoming queen’s face reflected the same way she’d felt when she was homecoming queen back in the day.

      She didn’t know her or any recognize any of the teens she’d passed on Main Street.

      Some of the fans near the football field were grilling something. Hamburgers maybe. That was new. Maybe it was their version of tailgating.

      Everything was the same, yet things were different.

      Sometimes Wynter missed Cassville. But most times not. Her family had moved to La Crosse when Wynter was a freshman in college. Her younger sister had gotten tangled up in a bad group of kids and her mother had latched onto the excuse to get out.

      Wynter was still a little resentful that her sister had gotten to spend the last two years of high school at a real school.

      And she felt guilty for having resentment because she’d had the perfect high school experience. Homecoming queen. Cheerleader. Valedictorian.

      High school quarterback boyfriend.

      When the company sent her here to finalize a contract for buying bottles of wine from a winery at a bulk discount, they had no idea how many conflicting memories she would have come flooding back.

      Or, truth be told, they probably didn’t care. You’re from there. The people know you. You’re perfect for this job.

      Unfortunately or fortunately, depending on the minute that the thought ran through her head, they had been right.

      Wynter pulled her phone out of her sleek black leather crossbody bag and checked the time. The ferry was late.

      Ferries were never late.

      She stepped over to the grizzled man in charge of guiding cars onto the ferry and said “Excuse me.”

      He looked up, “What’s the problem?” turning his head slightly and spitting a stream of tobacco onto the ground.

      Wynter took two steps back, thinking only of avoiding splashes of tobacco juice on her black leather pumps and matching black skirt and jacket.

      “The ferry is late. Do you have any way to check on it? To see when it might be here?”

      He held up a phone of some type. “I’m waiting for a response.” His dark eyes peered into hers, accentuating his annoyed tone that said do you really think I hadn’t thought to check?

      “Great.” She walked back to her car, a new silver Mercedes sedan, and leaned back against the driver’s door, tapping her phone against her left hand.

      Contrary to popular belief, not everyone in small towns was nice and friendly. The ferry man was anything but approachable.

      If her car hadn’t been lodged between an SUV and a pickup truck, she would have gotten in her car and turned around. But it was just as well. The only way to get out of Cassville was by ferry.

      Hence, the only way home – out of Cassville - was by ferry.

      Her phone chimed and she glanced at the text message splashed across the screen.

      Stephen.

      She blew out a breath. She’d almost forgotten she had a date – sort of - with Stephen tonight.

      She and Stephen worked together at Braud’s Wine Distributors.

      So Wynter didn’t like to think of it as a date. More like a friendship thing.

      Besides, they’d only been out one other time.

      She slid open the text. Looking forward to tonight. Meet you at 6:00?

      Wynter’s finger flew over the phone as she texted back. Looks like I might be late. Waiting on the ferry at Cassville. Will keep you posted.

      A second later he sent back an answer in the form of the little yellow emoji face blowing a kiss.

      Wynter stared at it a moment. But the only reaction she felt was confusion. She’d never kissed Stephen. Was he trying to move their relationship in a more romantic direction?

      Before she had time to think much about it, the grizzled ferry keeper stood up and made an announcement. “The ferry isn’t coming.”

      When the grumbles started, he held up a hand. “There’s a problem with one of the locks and dams. They’ll make sure to have a ferry here tomorrow for you.”

      Wynter had lived in Cassville long enough to know that there was no need to argue. No ferry meant no crossing the river.

      She dropped her phone back into her bag and got into the driver’s seat of her car.

      Looked like she was spending the night in her hometown.
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      Kenny Rogers played on the jukebox, advising everyone about card playing.

      The jukebox held everything from Frank Sinatra to 80s music. The last song had been added in 2012. A Taylor Swift song. One of his mother’s favorites.

      Bradford Cooper caught a glimpse of himself as he passed a mirror on the wall leading out into the pizzeria’s café. Faded red stickers at the top of the mirror reminded staff to always look your best.

      Wearing a black apron with white flour scattered all over it, probably didn’t meet the standard set by his father so many years ago.

      With two hot cheesy pizzas balanced on his left arm and an order of breadsticks in his right hand, he shouldered through the swinging door separating cooking from eating. Too late to take his apron off now.

      Rodney with his wife and three children were the only patrons at the moment. Rodney had been in Bradford’s high school class. Running back to his quarterback on the football team.

      Then Rodney had married a girl from Madison before coming back to Cassville and adding three children to the small town’s population.

      “Do you think they’ll win tonight?” Rodney asked, picking up a napkin knocked on the floor by his youngest. The baby just patted the high chair and knocked it off again. Rodney shrugged and gave up.

      “It’s homecoming. They have to win.” Bradford set the pizzas on the table.

      “Always the optimist.”

      Bradford grinned. “It’s part of the quarterback’s job description.” He picked up the discarded napkin and stuffed it into his apron pocket. “Somebody has to do it.” He picked up the spatula and placed slices of pizza on four plates.

      Rodney passed the plates around to his family, then held up a hand when Bradford went for a fifth plate. “I’ll take care of him.” He nodded toward his baby.  “You don’t want pizza sauce everywhere.”

      “Got it,” Bradford said. “Need anything else?”

      “We’re good.” Rodney looked around at the table.

      Bradford was impressed. His friend had never seemed like the family type when they were in high school. He never even dated.

      Unlike Bradford.

      “How long do you plan on sticking around?” Rodney asked, sipping his soda.

      “I only wish I knew.” Bradford took a step backwards. “I’ll get out of your way. Just yell out if you need anything.”

      Rodney broke off a bite of pizza and fed it to his youngest. “Will do.”

      Bradford glanced outside at the couple on the patio. They didn’t appear to need anything. Then he went back into the kitchen on a cloud of relief. He didn’t even know babies that young could eat pizza.

      Seeing Rodney with his family reminded Bradford of how fast ten years could fly past.

      And how many sacrifices a man could make if took his eye off the ball. Rodney had a desk job down at the winery doing accounting or some such. And three kids.

      The whole thing baffled the mind.

      With nothing to do at the moment, he took off his apron and tossed it in the dirty clothes basket.

      Things would be crazy around here after the game. At least Shelley would be here by then. She could run this place with one hand tied behind her back.

      Kenny Rogers finished his song and Bradford put some beer in the freezer for later – a habit he’d picked up years ago, then sat on a wooden stool that gave him a view through the counter window of the café.

      He had some text messages and emails to answer and he still didn’t know what he was going to do.
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      Wynter stood at the hotel desk of the Cassville Inn. The Cassville Inn wasn’t on the National Register of Historic Hotels, but it should have been.

      The glossy wood of the front desk was smooth under her fingertips. The lobby was a cozy little area with two comfortable dark blue sofas and four matching oversized chairs that could have been a hundred years old or one year old. Quaint floor lamps on either side of the couches lit the room in a golden glow. A large fake, but real looking fern stood in the far corner.

      The lobby had that same clean cinnamony scent that it had always had in the afternoons. In the mornings, she knew that it would smell like lemons.

      Around the corner was a second lobby that brought the hotel into the modern world. A computer on one side and a television on the other.

      A guest could choose modern or historical by simply walking through a doorway.

      The modern lobby was new.

      Wynter had worked here at the Cassville Inn her senior year in high school.

      Mr. Richards had aged a little in the last ten years, but he seemed to have managed to maintain his eagerness to help others.

      “There has to be something,” Wynter said, looking into her former boss’s dark brown eyes.

      “With the homecoming game, we’re literally bursting at the seams.” He tapped his chin. “There is one other thing.” He picked up the phone and dialed a number from memory.

      Wynter practically held her breath.

      The Cassville Inn was the place everyone stayed. There were a couple of other motels in town, but they were always full and Wynter had heard that there were people who actually lived in some of the rooms.

      A couple of people leased out private rooms in their homes on occasion, but Mr. Richards was right. It was homecoming.

      She’d essentially broken all ties when her family had left here. Wynter had gone to college and put the town prominently in her rearview mirror. Not out of hatred or malcontent, but rather because it was her way of moving forward.

      Or so she told herself.

      “Do you have rooms?” Mr. Richards murmured into the receiver. Wynter had learned a lot about discreetness from him.

      He was one of the most private and professional people Wynter had ever met.

      He murmured a few other words she couldn’t hear clearly.

      When he set down the receiver this time, she knew that it was bad news.

      “There’s nothing.” He put his hands behind his back and looked at her over the rim of his glasses. “You can sleep on the sofa in my apartment. I’m working all night.”

      Wynter had never been to Mr. Richards’ apartment and she intended to keep it that way. “I wouldn’t inconvenience you, but you’re very kind.” She lifted her chin and held out her hand. “Thank you.”

      He lightly shook her hand. “I’m sorry Wynter. It’s really good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too. I’ll figure something out.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind,” he said as she turned to walk through the front lobby.

      When Wynter stepped outside, she could hear the band from several blocks away at the football stadium.

      The town was practically deserted since most everyone was either at the game or at home. Some people even left town during homecoming to avoid the noise of the parade and whatnot.

      Wynter wandered down the sidewalk of Main Street. Bright pansies in shades of blue hung from sleek black posts between the street and the sidewalk. The stores were all dark with closed signs in the windows.

      The sun was starting to set and as she walked, the street lights started to pop on, one by one adding a buzzing background to the cars passing and cheerleaders yelling at the stadium in the distance.

      She passed the hardware store with its display of snow blowers and shovels, getting ready for the coming winter months. Passed the little café that had the best apple pie of the county, maybe even the state. She wondered if Mrs. Peterson still ran it. But they were closed, too. They’d open up first thing in the morning, customers spilling onto the patio in the back, plates heaped with bacon and eggs.

      She wandered past the pharmacy, the hair salon, the grocery store.

      Her feet carried her across the street, down two blocks toward the pizzeria. With each step, her heart rate increased a little bit.

      She focused on finding a place to stay the night.

      No doubt the ferry would be running again in the morning. It had never been out of commission for more than a few hours at the time.

      This was really bad timing. With all the visitors from out of town for the football game.

      The business side of her couldn’t help but think that it was actually really good timing for the little community. The restaurants would definitely see a surge. And the hotels if they had any rooms.

      But since there obviously weren’t any extra rooms, where would all the people stay who were planning on driving back tonight? The visiting football team. Their families. The band.

      The mayor would have to open the town hall. Was Mr. Peterson still the mayor? No doubt the churches would open up their doors.

      It was going to be a mess.

      One she really didn’t want to get caught in.

      Maybe she should sleep on Mr. Richard’s couch after all.

      As she walked up the pathway to the pizzeria, the scent of pizza made her stomach grumble and reminded her that she hadn’t eaten since a light lunch at the meeting earlier today.

      An older couple, maybe in their thirties, sat, their heads together in deep conversation at one of the little tables on the front patio.

      There was a family with three young children at a larger table inside.

      Though it often seemed like it, not everyone in town went to the football game. She couldn’t even begin to imagine trying to keep up with a baby and two toddlers at a crowded stadium.

      A little bell tinkled when she opened the door and walked in.

      The father of the little family lifted a hand in greeting, then smiled.

      Wow. It was Rodney, one of the guys in her high school class. It was surprising to see Rodney with a wife and three children.

      Before she could go over to say hi, the door to the kitchen opened and he walked out.

      Bradford Cooper.

      The high school quarterback – from ten years ago.

      Her high school boyfriend.

      A jumble of thoughts tumbled over each other.

      He wasn’t at the football game. He was working in his father’s pizzeria, a place he vowed he’d never work after college.

      The two of them had spent countless hours there as customers. And Wynter had sat and done homework for hours while Bradford worked. Sometimes she’d even pitched in to help him. It was like a home away from home.

      So many memories shooting about in her head.

      But the strongest reaction was physical.

      She could barely catch a breath and her heart was racing off the tracks.

      Bradford had been cute when he was young, but now he just downright handsome.

      When he grinned at her, she lost any semblance of coherent thought.

      “Wynter Jordan.” His voice was smooth and deep. Deeper than she remembered, but they’d been teenagers.

      Nonetheless, it sent the same little thrill along her nerves that it always had.

      “Bradford.” She meant to echo his nonchalant tone, but her voice sounded faint and breathy to her own ears. She hoped he didn’t notice.

      Besides she’d moved on.

      In fact, she had a date tonight.

      Her phone, still clutched in her hand, chimed and she glanced at the text. It was from Stephen. Any update?

      It was as though they had a connection they didn’t have.

      Her gaze darted from the phone to Bradford.

      He grinned that knowing arrogant grin that never failed to melt her heart and soften her resistance.

      Some things never changed.

      “Late for a date?” His tone was teasing. So typical Bradford.

      “No.” She shrugged. “Yes. Maybe.”

      He laughed. Then came around the counter. “Come here.”

      He folded her into a bear hug. On a sigh, she hugged him back, her arms going around his waist. Her head leaned against his chest as though it knew exactly where it should go.

      He smelled good. Not like pizza at all. But like something manly and musky.

      Bradford gave the best hugs of anyone.

      They just stood there. As though their bodies were sharing a greeting of their own.

      Wynter forgot that anyone else was in the world, much less the customers at the pizzeria.

      Then he pushed back and gazed into her eyes.

      Eyes still had that deep blue with tiny little flecks of green that no one could see unless they were only inches away.

      “You hungry?” he asked.

      Her hands slid along his arms until her fingers were lightly entwined with his. “I am now.”

      “Pineapple and black olives, medium crust?”

      She grinned and blinked in surprise. “Yes.”

      “Have a seat. Give me ten minutes.”

      She sat at an empty table on the opposite side from Rodney and his family.

      Opened her phone and sent back a quick text to Stephen. Stuck here for the night. Talk to you later.

      With Stephen taken care of and out of mind, she set her phone on the table and looked around.

      The little tables were covered with clean red and white tablecloths. A little daisy in a vase sat in the middle of every table.

      It smelled the same, but something was different. Probably because of the tablecloths. Or maybe because it wasn’t crowded.

      It would be crowded after the game. Insanely so if history was any indication.

      She didn’t see any other servers. She hoped Bradford had help. They were probably scheduled to come to work in time for the crowd. Bradford’s dad was missing, too.

      Bradford came from the back and set two bottles of Michelob light beer on the table, then slid onto the seat next to hers.

      She picked up the bottle. Extra cold with a little bit of ice at the top. Just like she liked it.

      He held out his bottle in a toast. “To time.”

      The glass clinked and Bradford took a swallow.

      Wynter sat holding hers.

      “You still like it ice cold? You’re not on the wagon or anything are you?”

      She laughed and took a sip. “It’s just been so long since I drank a beer. I’m trying to remember if maybe the last time was right here. In this pizzeria.”

      Bradford sat back. “You joined a convent?”

      “I did not!” Wynter protested, though the idea brought back images of just the opposite, and she blushed.

      “Good.” Bradford stood up. “I’ll be right back.”

      Wynter was left alone again, but this time, her thoughts were… disturbed.

      Bradford had been her first love in every way. But she’d gone to college at the University of Wisconsin and Bradford had gotten a scholarship at Auburn. Then through the way of distance, they’d drifted apart and hadn’t seen each other since that day they’d said goodbye at the ferry. Not even during the holidays that first year when they were still a couple.

      Wynter’s folks had moved to La Crosse, so she hadn’t even gone back to Cassville for holidays. Bradford’s family owned the pizzeria, so they needed him there and being the dutiful son, despite his protests, he’d been there to get them through the holidays.

      Time went on. They’d both been active college students with very little free time.

      Wynter sipped her icy beer and allowed herself a moment of regret.

      But it couldn’t be helped. It was no one’s fault.

      One of Rodney’s children – about five years old – got up and ran over to the jukebox. His younger sister, wearing a frilly yellow dress, followed on unsteady legs.

      Bradford was probably married with children by now, too.

      She hadn’t given that possibility a thought until just now. They were both twenty-eight.

      Marriage wasn’t on Wynter’s radar. She was focused full-steam ahead on her career. But Bradford had always wanted children.

      The thought made her queasy, so she set down the beer and checked her email. Nothing like looking at thirty unanswered emails to get her thoughts off her lost love.

      She had time for one quick response before Bradford came out, a hot steamy pizza in hand.

      He slid the flower over and set the pizza in the center of the table, then pulled two plates from under his arm. Set them on the table.

      “May I join you?” he asked.

      She slid out the empty chair with a foot. “Of course. Sit.” The pizza had her mouth watering. “Silly.”

      Grinning, he sat down next to her.

      The boy’s jukebox selection kicked on. Phil Collin’s Just One Night.

      Wynter swallowed hard. It was one of their songs. A song they danced to when school dances played oldies.

      She shoved the memory back down where it belonged as smiled as Bradford did the serving.

      Once they had pizza on their plates, he turned and looked into her eyes. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      Wynter stopped with a slice of pizza halfway to her lips. Her thoughts went into a thousand different directions.

      “The ferry isn’t running until tomorrow.”

      He shrugged. “I knew that.”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it as his phone rang.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, going behind the counter to answer the phone.

      Wynter took a deep breath. She’d known that seeing Bradford was a possibility, if distant, when she agreed to come to Cassville.

      Though she truly expected Bradford to live somewhere else. Anyone going to college at Auburn wasn’t likely to return to the small town of Cassville, Wisconsin.

      But here he was. Right here working where he’d worked in high school. At his father’s pizzeria. Had he dropped out of college then?

      So many unanswered questions.

      He slid back into his seat. “That was Shelley. She’s stuck on the other side of the river.”

      “Who’s Shelley?” Wynter’s stomach clenched. Bradford wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but that didn’t mean a thing. He could be married, engaged, or have a girlfriend. Whatever the answer was, it gave her an unexpected knot in the pit of her stomach. So much so that she immediately wished she hadn’t asked.

      “She’s my sous-chef, server, and right-hand-man… woman.”

      “Oh. I see.” Though she really didn’t. Shelley could still be anything.

      He devoured a slice of pizza while she ate two bites. She wanted to ask more, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

      Then he looked at her sideways. “Since you’re stuck here in Cassville, how’d you like a job for the evening?”

      Wynter’s appetite vanished. He was asking her to work with him here. In the pizzeria. She’d done it before.

      The work wasn’t the issue.

      The issue was that he was asking her to work in close proximity with him.

      Bradford Cooper.

      The one man who still held the key to her heart.

      “Sure,” she heard herself say. It wasn’t like she had anything else to do for the evening.

      Then he grinned at her and kissed her on the cheek.

      Wynter wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.

      But surely it wouldn’t hurt to be around him.

      Not for just one night.
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      Bradford couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      Wynter Jordan had been pretty and cute when they were in high school. But now she was wow. Just wow.

      She smelled like jasmine. What were the chances she’d use the same bath soap for all those ten years? It wasn’t perfume. She’d never worn perfume. Maybe jasmine was her natural scent. The thought sent him down memory lanes he was better off not traveling.

      Phil Collins singing for just one more night wasn’t helping.

      Bradford had vivid memories of many nights slow dancing to that song, Wynter pressed against him, her head tucked perfectly beneath his chin.

      Funny how that had become a screening criteria for any girl he even considered dating. If the girl’s head didn’t tuck naturally beneath his chin, he moved on.

      Wynter’s brunette hair was long with soft curls at the ends. Her lips curved into a soft smile reminding him how she always smiled when he kissed her.

      And anytime he had pizza, whether here or Auburn, he thought of her. They’d spent so much time together in this pizzeria, he had a hard time separating the two.

      He did a mental calculation. It had been ten years since he’d seen her. In some ways it seemed like an eternity. In other ways it seemed like they hadn’t been apart at all.

      The old Wynter wore blue jeans and a cheerleading uniform. And the occasional ball gown for proms and such.

      The new Wynter wore high heels and formal business suits.

      Funny how the old Wynter fit into his old world while the new Wynter would fit into his new world.

      “I don’t think I can work in these heels,” Wynter said, distracting him from his trip down memory lane.

      She was on her second slice of pizza. He’d never understood how she could have such a healthy appetite and keep such a slim figure. One of the lucky ones.

      “Not just the heels,” he said, purposely keeping his gaze on hers. He was delighted to see that she blushed just a little. Good. She’d kept at least some of her young girl innocence.

      She wasn’t wearing a ring. No jewelry in fact.

      She’d never been a jewelry person.

      There was so much he knew about her.

      But that was ten years ago. The old Wynter.

      “I was only here for the day.” She finished off her beer. “I don’t have a change of clothes.”

      “Shelley keeps some clothes in the back.”

      Wynter pushed her plate back, stacked his on top of it. He smiled at that. It’s what they’d done for each other. For two years. “I can’t wear another person’s clothes.”

      Of course she wouldn’t. He pulled out his phone. Sent a quick text.

      Then he leaned back in his chair, stretching his legs. This wouldn’t take long.

      Only seconds later, he held up his phone for Wynter to see. Shelley had responded as he’d known she would. Of course she can borrow my clothes. Why are you even asking?

      Wynter chuckled. “All right,” she said, standing up and smoothing out her skirt. “Might as well get started. That couple out there needs a drink refill. What are they having?”

      “Just water,” he said, surprised that she’d noticed the other couple and he hadn’t even realized she’d given them the least bit of attention. “But I’ll get it. Shelley’s clothes are in the office.”

      While Bradford grabbed a water pitcher, Wynter headed back to the office. As he refilled the couple’s water glasses, he found himself with a lightness of heart he hadn’t felt in, well… as long as he could remember.

      With the excuse of giving the couple privacy, he hurried back inside, checked on Rodney and family, and went into the back.

      A moment later, Wynter stepped out of the office in jeans that she filled out perfectly, white sneakers, and a blue Cassville Pizzeria t-shirt.

      She smiled when she saw him and ten years vanished just like they’d never happened.
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      Wynter had forgotten the rush of adrenalin that came with busy nights at the pizzeria.

      Tonight reminded her of a similar night long ago when she and Bradford had to run the pizzeria when his dad had emergency surgery. That had been a Friday night much like this one. After a football game.

      But tonight that was multiplied by fifty since everyone was stranded due to the ferry issue.

      And there was just the two of them doing everything. They could barely walk through the café, it was so crowded.

      They’d won the homecoming game, of course, so the café was bursting with the excited noisy fans of the home team and the not so excited, but still noisy fans of the visiting team.

      Wynter was just grateful that the football players and other students were at an after-game dinner and dance at the school.

      They quickly fell into a rhythm. Bradford prepared the pizzas, put them in the over, took them out and cut them. Wynter took orders and served. They set pitchers of soda and water on the counter and let people get their own drinks. Drinks on the house.

      They had a surprisingly modern payment system set up on two iPads, so the checkout process could be done by whichever of them had a free hand.

      Wynter stepped from the café to the kitchen. She’d pulled her hair back, but it was coming loose and falling around her face.

      She set down two more orders, scanned Bradford’s workspace, and went to the storage area.

      Bradford looked up and grinned when she came back with a ten pound can of black olives. “Have I said thank you for doing this?”

      Twisting the manual can opener, she grinned back. “Have I told you that you can’t afford me?”

      “I don’t think that’ll be a problem tonight.” He deftly set another pizza in the stone oven.

      She poured the black olives into the workstation pan. “So… where’s your dad?”

      For the first time in two hours, he stood still, his hands on his hips. “You don’t know?”

      Filled with dread, she tossed the empty can and faced him. She wouldn’t know if something had happened. “Know what?”

      “You wouldn’t know.” The timer binged and he took a pizza out of the oven. Began cutting it with the large rocker knife. “My parents moved to Florida two weeks ago. Doctor’s orders.”

      “Florida?”

      Someone knocked on the door and peaked inside. “Sorry,” the man said. “Can we get some more diet soda?”

      “Sure,” Wynter took the pitcher, refilled it, and handed it to the man waiting patiently. When they were alone again, Bradford was tossing pizza dough into the air.

      “So you finally learned how to do that.” She shook her head, but she was secretly impressed.

      “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

      “I guess you have.” She grabbed a pizza off the counter. “Be right back.”

      It was odd learning that Bradford had ended up back here in Cassville. Very unexpected. She imagined him being an engineer, a pilot, an architect, or even a doctor. But not running his family’s pizzeria in Cassville.

      Not that there was anything wrong with that. It was just he had always been so adamant about getting away. Making something of himself.

      But life happened. She got that.

      “So… Florida?” she asked, back in the kitchen.

      “Sunshine and relaxation.”

      “Seriously?” She tossed her tomato sauce stained apron into the dirty clothes basket and picked up a clean one.

      “Yeah. He was having some heart issues. It was either move away from this insanity with the bitter cold winters or have a heart attack.”

      Wynter tied on the fresh apron. “Sounds extreme.” She pulled the ties around her neck.

      “Here, let me get that.” He went behind her and took the apron strings from her hands.

      He was so close, Wynter could feel his breath on the back of her neck. One of his hands brushed her skin and he froze.

      Her breath silently hitched with the feel of his hand on her skin.

      The moment only lasted a second, maybe two, but it flooded Wynter’s senses. Then he quickly finished tying the strings and stepped back to open the oven.

      “Thank you,” Winter said, but she didn’t think he heard her. His hug earlier had been overwhelming enough, but she’d been completely unprepared for the feel of his fingertips on her bare skin.

      This was something she’d have to think about later.

      But right now she had pizza to serve.

      She picked up the pizza tray with a hot pepperoni and pineapple pizza and balanced it on her arm.

      Bradford looked up before she turned and winked at her.

      Her heart rate shot through the roof. She twirled, keeping her expression blank, and headed back out into the café.

      Yes, definitely something she would have to think about later.

      Ten years of tamping down her emotions

      But it would be ok.

      She had put him behind her a long time ago and moved on.
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      “Hold on. I can’t hear you.” Bradford pressed the cell phone to his ear and covered his other ear with his hand. “Let me step outside.”

      He held up a hand and Wynter waved him off.

      Bradford stepped out the back door of the pizzeria into the quietness of the night. He hadn’t realized how warm it was in the kitchen until the chilly air hit him in the face.

      And it smelled like rain. Normally he was quite in tune with weather changes, but being closed up in the pizzeria kitchen like he had been tonight, made keeping up with the weather impossible.

      “Ok, Mike, start over.” Bradford paced down the walkway that led toward his parents’ house, turned and started back.

      “How much longer do you think you need to be there?” Mike’s voice sounded strained.

      “I don’t know.” Bradford paced toward the house until the front porch was in his line of vision. The same front porch where he’d spent hours making out with Wynter. “Why are you asking? Has Noah said something?”

      Mike hesitated. Just a moment, but it was enough for Bradford to hear it. “Not yet.”

      Bradford took a deep breath and turned around. He’d left Wynter with the crowd and the pizzas. He needed to get back before the timer went off. “Something though.”

      “We’re backed up,” Mike said. “We’re mostly able to take up the slack, but Noah had to take two flights in the past three days. Flights he wouldn’t normally take.”

      Bradford ran a hand through his hair. Mike was giving him a heads up. “Ok,” he said. “I’ll figure something out and give Noah a call.”

      “Good.” Mike sounded relieved. “That’s good. Call him before he calls you.”

      “Thanks, Mike.” Bradford disconnected the call and stepped back into the kitchen.

      Wynter was pulling a pizza out of the stone oven. Before he could get there, she had the heavy cast iron pizza pan out of the oven and on the counter.

      “Everything ok?” she asked, straightening.

      The iron pans were heavy. She wouldn’t say anything, but he knew they had to be hard for her to lift.

      “It was my friend, Mike. He ‘um… needed some information.”

      “Mike,” she said, her forehead creasing. “I remember him.”

      “Yeah. He’s a good guy.” Bradford couldn’t explain about Mike and his job at Skye Travels. Not right now.

      They were too busy. And the time just wasn’t right.

      Right now he and Wynter were in a good rhythm. Getting reacquainted.

      And he didn’t want to mess it up.

      Especially since he wasn’t even sure what happened with them other than just distance. Even during those times when he’d been dating someone else, a day didn’t pass when she didn’t cross his mind.

      A first love wasn’t something a man forgot.

      Wynter leaned against the counter and opened a bottle of water. “Isn’t Mike a pilot?”
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      Wynter leaned against the counter, taking a much needed break, a bottle of cold water in her hand.

      All the customers had been seated. Thank goodness there was no longer a line. And all the orders had been taken.

      She watched Bradford as he deftly moved the cast iron pans from the counter to the ovens and back again. The pans were heavier than she’d expected, but he moved them about like they were light as a feather.

      Ten years had been good to him. He’d kept himself in shape. And he moved with a confidence he’d always had. That hadn’t changed.

      He was wearing blue jeans and a blue Cassville Pizzeria t-shirt that matched hers. He always had looked good in jeans. And his football uniform. And his tux at prom.

      She forced her thoughts back to Mike. Mike was about three years older than she and Bradford were, but somehow Mike and Bradford had become friends.

      She distinctly remembered Mike getting his degree in aviation because she’d gone with the two of them to the flight simulator and they’d let her have a turn with it.

      She’d decided then and there that she’d leave the aviation to the ones with a better aptitude for it than she had. Someone who could fly the simulator without crashing the plane.

      “Good memory,” Bradford said. “I’ll be right back.” He headed out into the café with a pizza on a wooden plate.

      While he was gone, she put some glasses in the dishwasher and straightened up the counter.

      She tried to remind herself that it wasn’t her business what Bradford had going on.

      When they were a couple, they’d told each other everything. They weren’t a couple now, of course, but my, wouldn’t it be easy to fall back into that relationship.

      The problem, one of the problems, besides them still living in different towns, was that she knew nothing about the grownup Bradford.

      Except that he was still handsome and kind and self-assured.

      Bradford came back through the swinging door and took off his apron. “That’s it,” he said. “No more orders.”

      Wynter blew out a breath. “Thank goodness.”

      His gaze latched onto hers and he seemed to be searching for something. “After everyone clears out, you want to take a walk?”

      “Sure.” Though she hadn’t hesitated, her heart rate tripped up a notch.

      Staring into those deep blue eyes with tiny little flecks of green brought back a flood of memories.

      Memories that weren’t so far behind her as she might have wanted to think.
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      The last couple in the café, maybe early thirties, paid their check, but lingered over sodas and cinnamon sticks.

      Laughing and smiling together, they barely seemed to notice that Bradford checked on them three times.

      Three times after everyone else had left and they were the only two left in the café.

      They didn’t seem to notice that either.

      Bradford stood at the counter where he could see out from the kitchen and stared at them.

      “Just tell them we’re closed,” Wynter suggested.

      Bradford glanced over his shoulder. Wynter had changed back into her business suit and heels. It didn’t seem right making her wait.

      No more than it seemed right kicking out a couple of happy customers.

      “I hate to do that to them.”

      Wynter came over and stood next to him. “They do look happy, don’t they?”

      Part of Bradford’s reluctance was projection, he knew. He and Wynter had been that happy once.

      And in his wildest imaginings, they could be that happy again.

      He wouldn’t want some restaurant owner kicking them out if they had that chance again.

      So, it wasn’t about the customer at all. It was about Wynter.

      He turned and looked at her. She looked more relaxed than she had when she came in earlier in the evening.

      Her face was pleasantly flushed. Perhaps it was the heat from the kitchen, but she was practically glowing.

      He grinned at her. “Let’s lock up the kitchen and get out of here.”

      “What? You can’t just leave them in there.” Her eyes were wide and beautiful. If it meant spending more time with her, he could do anything.

      “They look like a nice couple. I’ll just go tell him.”

      When he asked the couple to lock up after themselves, they looked around started and apologized profusely.

      As he locked them out, he wondered why he’d never thought of that before.

      He blamed his inspiration on Wynter.

      He needed to tread carefully.

      He didn’t know what he would do if he lost her again.
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      As Wynter walked out the back door and across the patio with Bradford, the chilly air invigorated her and cleared her mind.

      The moon was full, glowing white and large overhead. The air was clean. It was always clean in Cassville. It smelled like flowers. Roses maybe. Perhaps they’d used live roses on some of the floats. Cassville was known for going all out for homecoming.

      They were at the back of the pizzeria, but she could hear the traffic flowing on the street. Again, she wondered where everyone was going to stay for the night with the ferry out of commission.

      She froze. Bradford took two steps before turning back. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t have anywhere to stay.” Bradford had kept her so busy that she’d forgotten. Or may it was just being around him.

      The evening working in the pizzeria had been a magical moment. Like a bubble had wrapped around them, keeping the problems of the real world at bay.

      Just for a few hours.

      “Oh. Is that all?” He held out a hand and she put hers in his. “You can stay with me.” They walked along the pathway. “Remember, my parents are out of town.”

      She laughed. It had always been her parents who’d gone out of town. And her house they’d spent time at. His parents had been tied to the pizzeria.

      Things had definitely turned around.

      Their fingers threaded lightly together felt so natural. So right.

      She
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