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Chapter One
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Brittany Albright took the last bite of her grilled ham and cheese sandwich and wiped her buttery hands on the paper towel beside her plate. 

“Thank you for lunch.” Brittany picked up her water glass and took a sip to wash down the crumbs. “I should have you over, but I’m living out of boxes at the moment.” 

She had to get used to the new arrangement for the next three months. A secret she’d rather keep than have her sister worry about while on a two-week vacation with her besties. An overdue trip they had been planning for two years. It was now or never because Emily would be starting a family soon and Brittany was sure Kelly and Brad would be planning a wedding the moment she got back. 

Kelly pulled her sandwich apart. The cheese webbed between the bread and sagged onto her plate. “What are you waiting for? Why haven’t you unpacked?” 

Brittany unpacked the essentials but kept everything else boxed. Living in the apartment building was unsettling with its shabby interior and old appliances; it was only temporarily until she could find something better. Something she could call her own. By the second month, her landlord increased the rent, not by much, but enough to force a change in her plans. A decision she didn’t want to bother her sister with yet. Kelly had enough on her plate as always. 

Brittany shrugged. “I’ve been preoccupied with other things.” 

“Like what?” Kelly asked.  

“Ordering the new fall nail polish colors, organizing the inside of my van.” Brittany smiled. She knew it didn’t sound strenuous, but she couldn’t lead on about her plan. “You know how it is, starting your business and making sure you have everything you need.” She took a small bite and swallowed. “First impressions count. If I want to win over Joanne Bridgestone, then I need to make sure I have everything and I mean,  everyyythinggg.” Brittany leaned forward. “I don’t want to miss out on not having the right color or essential oil.” 

Kelly scrunched her nose. “Who’s Joanne Bridgestone?”

“She’s the sister of an NFL player.” Brittany snapped her fingers, glancing at the floor. “I can’t remember his name.”

“Oh, that’s right!” Kelly’s dark eyes brightened. “I forgot. You have a birthday party to attend.”

“Not just any birthday party,” Brittany said, shaking her head. “This could be what I need to promote my business. Roxy!” She snapped her fingers. “She’s the NFL player’s wife. If only I could remember his name. Oh, well.”

“And they live in Hemlock Grove?” Kelly’s forehead wrinkled.

“He lives in Florida and Joanne lives here. If I can impress Joanne, it could bring in more clients, just like what’s happening to you and that NHL player, Brandon, and his fiancée.”

“Courtney,” Kelly said. “I can’t wait to get started.”

“When’s it happening?”

Kelly smacked the table. “I didn’t tell you.” She caught a breath. “I’m flying from Arizona to Minnesota to meet with Brandon and Courtney. I’ll be there for a couple of days and then leave on a girls’ trip.”  

“How’s Brad going to handle being without you for two-and-a-half weeks?”

“He’ll work tons.” Kelly waved a hand. “It’s something I need to do. My vacation with Emily and Sara is now or never. Since our plans to travel to Europe didn’t happen.” Kelly pushed her plate away. “So, how are you planning on getting to Joanne’s for her party? Better yet, how do you expect to do all the wives’ nails by yourself?”

“One at a time.”

“And you’re driving there, by yourself?”

“Why not? It’s only Hemlock Grove.” 

“An hour away,” Kelly said. 

“I could be driving around the country in my van,” Brittany laughed, loving the idea. She didn’t have any other commitments besides work and she wasn’t in a relationship. She could do what she wanted. Back in the spring, she and Kelly got evicted from their rental home because it was going for sale, and they needed a place to live. Brittany stayed with their parents, but three’s a crowd, so she found a one-bedroom apartment in an old building where the paper-thin walls and cockroaches were discovered making it hard for a good night sleep. 

“Sounds great and all, but we live in Moonlight Valley, and the price of gas and hotel. 

Would it be worth it? You’d have to charge a fortune to make a profit.” 

“It would be the best form of advertising and who knows where it will lead. Maybe I won’t be driving. Maybe they’ll fly me there to do their nails.”

Kelly laughed. “You’re dreaming, Britt. Seriously.” She took the last bite and brushed the crumbs from her fingers onto the plate. 

“I know,” Brittany said. “But it could happen.”

“Sure. So can opening your own beauty salon in town.” Kelly shrugged. 

“I better go,” Brittany said, getting to her feet. She picked up her empty plate and glass and loaded them into the dishwasher. “My van should be ready. They told me by noon.”

Kelly glanced at the clock on the stove. “I’ll drive you.”

“I can walk there,” Brittany said, moving toward the front door to put on her sneakers.

“It’s on the other side of town. I’m going over to Sara’s anyway. I got us all the luggage tags. Wanna see?” Kelly bolted down the hall and came back with two, holding them up like trophies. “Aren’t they cute? They have our names on them.”

“A keepsake. You’re leaving tomorrow morning?” 

“At seven. I won’t see you.” Kelly’s shoulders sagged. “I’ll miss you.” She flung her arms out and hugged her sister. 

“I’ll miss you too,” Brittany said, breathing in an orange scent. “You’re going to have so much fun.”

Kelly released her. “I can hardly wait. Do me a favor, would you check in on Brad a few times? He said he’s going to be working doubles while I’m gone, but I worry he’ll burn himself out.”

“I will.” Brittany slipped on her Birkenstocks and grabbed her purse. 

Kelly locked the door behind her. “Is your van just getting an oil change?” 

“No. The transmission went. Good thing it happened now and not on my way to Hemlock Grove.”

Kelly slipped into the driver’s seat. “That’s a big job.” 

“At least it will be dependable. It’s my store on wheels,” Brittany said. It would soon be her home on wheels, too. 

Kelly started her car. “It needs to be dependable. It’s the only vehicle you have.” 

“It’s the perfect vehicle, isn’t it?” Giddiness filled Brittany like a hot air balloon. 

“Only you could drive a pink van,” Kelly laughed. 

“You should see the pink curtains Mom made for it.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Kelly laughed. “I’m happy for you. If you need anything, just ask.” She glanced over. “You know I’ve been in your shoes and it’s stressful. Well, I’m still new at it, but I’m getting to where I want to be. Taking time off to go on this trip was a little hard. I had to turn an event down, but when I get back, I’ve got three clients booked.”

Brittany gave her sister a warm smile. “You inspire me.” 

Kelly held her gaze for an extra beat. “Look at us, two women creating a business from our dreams.”

Sure, Kelly started her event planning business from scratch, but she wasn’t going to be homeless. The thought of not having a proper bedroom and kitchen, made Brittany’s stomach knot. Would she succeed? Would she eventually get the condo she wanted? It was a brand new, one-bedroom and den looking out onto Moonlight Lake. She might not have all the money to accomplish having a mortgage, but she had hope. A new condo wasn’t what she needed, it was to have a dependable place to live and she wouldn’t have to worry about an eviction.  

“I heard your apartment building is getting new carpet and furniture in the lobby,” Kelly said, turning onto a street. “It should help with the smell.”

“It does smell,” Brittany said. The dark and dingy building reminded her of a black hole. “It needs more than carpet and furniture.” 

Kelly glanced her way. “Do you think you’ll find something else?”

“Eventually, yeah.”

Light’m Up Automotive came into view. 

“Like what?” Kelly asked. 

“Those new condos by the lake are nice,” Brittany said. She was obsessed with the modern touches and view. Moonlight Valley needed some upgrades and a condo building as grand as the one being constructed was a good start. 

“I heard they’re selling,” Kelly said. 

“They are.”

“You know if you want to get a mortgage you need to prove a steady income,” Kelly said.

“I know,” Brittany snapped.

“Okay,” Kelly said. “It’s a great goal to have.”

If there was one person who could see right through Brittany, it was Kelly. Running a mobile spa service wasn’t a steady income, but saving and working hard would prove her worth. She needed enough money in her bank account for a down payment and hoped by December she’d be able to have a roof over her head. 

Kelly pulled into the parking lot, bumping along the gravel driveway. Brittany looked around and bit the inside of her cheek.

“What’s wrong?” Kelly asked. “Are you looking for Evan?”

“He takes his lunch at noon, so—”

“Are you still trying to avoid him?” 

“I’m embarrassed,” Brittany admitted. 

“Because you made out with him in front of his ex? It was a wedding. Things happen at weddings. Honestly, it was the most unexpected and entertaining thing you’ve ever done.”

“I went with it because—”

“You’ve had a crush on him forever.”

“Then I found out Evan was trying to make Jessica jealous,” Brittany said, clamping her teeth together. “I feel used.”

“You don’t know for sure.”

“Actions speak louder than words.” Brittany balled her hands together. “Jessica was upset and Evan said something to the effect of now she knows how it feels. Then later, I saw them talking. He still loves her. It’s kinda obvious. They get along so well.” 

“They were together for years. I doubt they’re getting back together.”

“How do you know?” Brittany asked. 

“Sara told me.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Brittany frowned. “You know when I dropped off my van to 

get it serviced, Jessica was there.”

“Doing what?”

“Exactly! Evan was working. Why else would she be there?”

Kelly shrugged. “Light’m Up Automotive has a good reputation.” 

“And when I stopped into Lee’s grocery to grab milk, Jessica was pushing a cart and gave me the dirtiest look. She probably thinks I’m seeing Evan.”

“You’ve liked him since the beach party five years ago.”

“I forgot about it.”

“And you talked all night at Mason’s barbeque last summer.”

It’s too bad he didn’t feel the same about her. “He’s cute, I’ll admit. And he’s super sweet. 

It doesn’t mean we should date, though.”

“You’re attracted to each other, and you are both single. It seems silly you aren’t together.” 
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Evan’s stomach growled, but he didn’t want to take his lunch until he saw Brittany. After Mason and Emily’s wedding, she had been acting all weird around him like she was embarrassed by her karaoke moment, singing her heart out to him. Then, later, when the band played, Evan asked Brittany to dance. Three songs in, Jessica, his ex-girlfriend, appeared on the dance floor and Evan made a move and kissed Brittany. Man, he wished he could relive the moment. She fell into his arms. Her sweet perfume, the gaze in her eyes, and when she licked her lip, it did him in. Adrenaline fired through his veins and everything around them disappeared. Evan lost concentration and focused on Brittany. 

“Brittany’s here to pick up her van,” Tony, the owner, said, peering down at Evan as he wheeled out from under a truck. “If you want to talk to her.” He flicked his chin. 

“Okay, thanks.”

Evan tucked his wrench into the pocket of his blue coveralls and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He didn’t need a mirror to confirm his hair out of place or grease on his cheek from an itch. Reaching for his hat on the hook, Evan stuck it on backward and grabbed the towel from the nearby cart. He rubbed the oil from his hand and stepped into the office. Evan’s heart swelled, catching a flash of Brittany’s hazy blue eyes. Her white T-shirt snug, she had on a pair of faded jean shorts, and her strawberry-blonde hair curled at her shoulders. 

“How’s it going?” Evan said with a slight head bob, trying to be casual and ignoring the pounding in his chest.

Her glossy lips perked. “Hey,” she said, smiling. “Good. Um, is my van ready?” 

“It is. I’ll get Tony will do the paperwork, and I’ll grab the keys,” he said.

Tony slid the invoice toward Brittany while Evan searched the drawer for the pink daisy keyring. He stalled to let Tony finish up so he could have a few minutes alone with Brittany. He tried mustering up the courage to call her, but his mind went blank, and he didn’t know how to ask her out. 

Brittany leaned into the counter, reading over the invoice and nibbling on her bottom lip.  

Did Tony charge her more than she expected? 

Picking up the pen, she signed and slid the invoice back. “I shouldn’t expect anything else to go wrong with it, should I?” 

“There’s no guarantee on a van that’s fifty-two years old,” Tony laughed. “But from what I can see, it’s good.” He stepped away from the counter. “Take care.” He walked past Evan, through the door to the garage. The high-pitched sound of power tools and a clad of thunder from the metal being dropped silenced when the door closed. 

Evan handed her the keys; her painted pink fingernail grazed his palm
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