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      Hannah Frederickson stared at the cheerful Christmas-themed static clings decorating the mirror on the wall behind the bar at her tavern, the Country Time Bar and Grill, and tried not to let another wave of nausea swamp her. The queasiness had been coming and going for a few days now, which hardly seemed fair considering she’d gotten pummeled a month ago by the nasty stomach bug that had swept through town. She’d assumed she’d finally kicked it, but it looked like the damn thing was back again.

      “Typical,” she muttered as she went to grab a can of ginger ale from a little refrigerator under the bar. Just her luck that everyone else would get better except her.

      She did not have time for this, damn it. She had to keep the Country Time alive, had to find a way to re-invent the hundred and fifty-year-old business, and had to bring back the customers stolen by the renovated bar at the bowling alley next door. Easier said than done since her accountant, and uncle, George, had embezzled all of her money a few months ago, and the bank had declined her request for a loan. Which meant that on top of the rest, she had to start a freaking investor fund, too. Not to mention planning for New Year’s Eve and the Christmas party she’d just decided they had to have.

      No, she didn’t have time to be sick. She couldn’t keep things alive if she felt half-dead.

      It was strange, though. When she’d had the bug before, it had knocked her flat. This time the nausea seemed to come in waves. And she felt strange. Different, somehow.

      As she tentatively sipped the soda, the kitchen door swung open, and her friend, Josie Kline, strode into the taproom. She was frowning down at her tablet computer, and Hannah sincerely hoped she hadn’t brought her yet another potential advertisement for approval.

      Josie, a graphic designer, among other things, was trying to start her own business in town and had taken it upon herself to haul Hannah and the Country Time kicking and screaming into the twenty-first century. That was the only reason Hannah suddenly found herself the proud owner of a domain name, a website, and social media accounts all over the damned place.

      She’d never worried about that crap before. After all, how was she supposed to manage social media and a website when there was barely enough time in the day to manage the business they were supposed to promote?

      As far as she was concerned, Josie was just going to have to handle all of that, and thank God the other woman was planning on sticking around now. Her friend had fallen head over heels in love with Mateo Guerrero, one of the Country Time’s chefs / bartenders / dishwashers. Mat was ridiculously over-qualified for any of those positions, of course, but he seemed happy to be there. Honestly, Hannah didn’t know what she’d do without him.

      So Mat and Josie could never leave. That was all there was to it.

      “Don’t tell me you want me to make more decisions,” Hannah whined.

      Josie looked up and transferred her frown from the tablet to Hannah. “You’re pale,” she said disapprovingly.

      “I feel pale,” Hannah admitted.

      “Well, then sit down, for heaven’s sake.”

      Probably a good idea. She got a glass of ice and put it and the little can of soda on the bar, then went around to slump onto one of the barstools.

      She couldn’t believe how wonderful it felt to get off her feet. She was beat, and it was only noon. That did not bode well, considering neither Mat nor Kevin, the other chef, were working tonight, and she had planned on taking care of the kitchen by herself.

      “You should have stayed home,” Josie said, sitting next to her.

      The other woman was practically glowing with happiness despite her current look of concern. It was very nice to see. Hannah smiled at her, then shook her head.

      “Couldn’t. Too much to do.”

      “There’s always too much to do.”

      “But Christmas is coming soon, and I have to plan the party.”

      “You know, if you’d wanted to have a Christmas party, maybe you should have thought about it a little earlier than today,” Josie suggested equably.

      “I know, I know.” Hannah ran her hands through her hair, feeling alarmingly weepy. “But Pat is having a Christmas party, so we have to have one too.”

      Pat Murphy, the owner of Murphy Lanes bowling alley, was doing everything in his power to steal her best customers—the bowling league members and the students from nearby Pocono University. His latest effort was a blow-out Christmas party complete with free games, half-priced food, and surprise gifts from Santa.

      Hannah had been focusing her efforts on New Year’s Eve—always a high point for the bar—but she’d woken up in a panic that morning with the realization they couldn’t just let Pat walk away with the other major holiday. They had to try to attract some of the business. So she’d come in early, massaged the accounts for money, and managed to line up a band—Roy and the Outlaws—mostly because Roy was basically the brother-in-law of Mary Alice, one of her waitresses, and Pat had already booked another, rival, band.

      When she’d spoken to Roy, he’d sounded determined. They were both fighting for survival.

      “Pat’s really upped his game,” Josie interrupted her thoughts. “He and Louise are doing a good job on the new restaurant,” she added, not very helpfully.

      “Shut up.” Hannah’s stomach clenched, because Pat, and Louise, his niece, really were kicking her butt.

      Josie shook her head, her sleek dark hair shifting on her shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. You and Deacon are going to pull this place through, and Pat and Louise can suck it.”

      “Yeah,” Hannah said and smiled at the mere mention of Deacon Black, her best friend, lover, and partner. Who knew she’d find the love of her life working right under her nose as her main bartender?

      God, she loved Deacon, loved him from the top of his brutally short brown hair to the bottom of his big feet, usually clad in running shoes. She especially loved his huge, warm, incredible heart

      “If you’re going to pull this Christmas thing off on such short notice, we need to get the word out,” Josie said. “And ad buys are a lot more expensive at this time of year.”

      “I don’t need ads,” Hannah grumbled.

      “Yes, you do. I know you think it’s fine for Grace and her friends at the sorority to put up hand-made signs all over the place like they did for the carnival you had at the beginning of October, but we need to do a little bit more than that.”

      Hannah pouted. “The hand-made signs worked,” she argued even though she knew she was being a stubborn ass. Grace, another one of her waitresses, was a student at the university and she and her sorority sisters had done a good job pimping the hell out of the carnival they’d held to raise money.

      “They did,” Josie agreed. “And the fact that you had a giant roller coaster set up in a field right next to the highway didn’t hurt either. But this time, unless you plan on Santa and his eight tiny reindeer landing a sleigh in your parking lot on a sparkly rainbow, you’re going to need a little more exposure.”

      “I guess,” Hannah muttered and twisted the soda can on the old wooden bar top. “What do you think we should do?”

      Josie looked relieved, and Hannah felt guilty because she really was making her friend jump through hoops.

      “We need to put out some ads,” Josie said, pulling her tablet closer to her and tapping out a few commands. “We can get The Hardy Falls Gazette, of course.” The internet newspaper run by Mathilda Gregory, the local librarian, was the only news source specific to Hardy Falls. “And it sounds like we might still be able to get into one or two of the regional newspapers, although you won’t get a great rate.”

      Hannah swallowed, her nausea rising again at the mere thought of the cost. “Okay.”

      Josie smiled at her. “And we’ll have Grace and her friends post signs on the campus. I called the university, but they won’t let me put an ad up on their student news site since you’re a bar.”

      Hannah swallowed again. “Okay. What do you need from me?”

      “Well, some clues about this Christmas party would be nice,” Josie said dryly. “I know you booked Roy and his band, but what else were you planning? Half-priced drinks? Food? Raucous good times?”

      “I don’t know.” Hannah was horrified to find she was almost in tears. “I don’t have the slightest idea! I just know we can’t let Pat steal all of our business.” Her stomach suddenly roiled sharply. “Oh, God!”

      Launching herself off the barstool, she bolted for the ladies’ room and emptied the pitiful contents of her stomach into the nearest commode.

      Panting, she settled back on her heels and waited until she was sure that everything was willing to stay in the appropriate place. Then she crawled back to her feet, flushed the toilet, and stumbled out the stall door, coming up short when she saw Josie standing at the sinks waiting for her.

      “I would have come in and held back your hair, but you hate that.”

      She did. Some things were meant to be private.

      Her friend held out the glass of ginger ale, and Hannah took it gratefully, rinsing out her mouth and spitting into the sink. She didn’t want to take the chance of swallowing anything yet, but she thought this might have been the big volcano for today.

      “Come on,” Josie said and, with one arm around Hannah’s waist, led her to her office as if she was her patient, which, admittedly, wasn’t far from the truth.

      Josie settled her in the desk chair, then straightened and looked worried.

      “This happens every day?”

      Hannah closed her eyes. “For the last couple of days.”

      “You should go to the doctor.”

      “It’s just strange. When I had the stomach flu before, I couldn’t even move. This time it’s off and on. And I’m so tired. All I want to do is sleep.”

      “Uh huh.” Josie sat in the visitor’s chair on the other side of the desk. “Um, Hannah? Have you ever thought that you might be,” she shrugged, “pregnant?”

      “What?” Hannah’s eyes flew open. “No. Of course I’m not pregnant.”

      “You’re on the pill?”

      “Well, not right now, but my gynecologist told me it was probably going to take months, maybe years, for me to get pregnant. Because of the endometriosis and all.” She’d been battling that since puberty. “And Deacon and I want to have kids, of course we do, so we thought I should come off the pill to give my body a chance to adjust.”

      Josie frowned. “So Deacon’s using a condom?”

      Hannah blushed. “Well, no,” she admitted. “But it’s too soon.” Her doctor had been confident it would take a while, and she’d encouraged them to begin trying as soon as possible. Hannah remembered that conversation very well. It had been difficult to hear that she might never be able to have Deacon’s child.

      But now…

      She stared at Josie with a combination of awe, happiness, and dawning terror. “It hasn’t been that long since I came off the pill,” she whispered.

      Josie shrugged. “It only takes once to get the job done.”

      Well, it had certainly been more than once.

      “Oh, my God.” Hannah burst into tears.

      “Hey, hey, hey.” Josie ran around the desk to her and hugged her. “Hannah. Come on now.”

      “I’m so happy!” Hannah said, clinging to her friend. “A baby, Josie! A baby with Deacon.” Her head spun with the emotions coursing through her. Happiness. Giddiness. Fear. Doubt.

      “Oh, my God,” she pulled away and looked at Josie. “I might be a mother.”

      Josie’s big blue eyes filled with tears. “You need to take a pregnancy test,” she warned. “We can’t just assume.”

      “I’ll go out and get one now.”

      “And if it’s positive, you need to make an appointment with the doctor.”

      “As soon as I’m done peeing on the stick.”

      “And you have to tell Deacon.”

      “Oh, my gosh!” She could feel her whole face lighting up at the thought of telling Deacon he was a daddy. She beamed at Josie. “He had to run some errands, so I’ll tell him as soon as he gets back.” She giggled almost hysterically. “I don’t want to call him and make him crash the car.”

      “Take the test before you tell him,” Josie warned.

      “Oh, yeah.” She should probably be sure before she sprung it on the man. “I’ll go get it right now.”

      “I’ll get it.” Josie put a hand on her shoulder to hold her down. “Maybe I’ll head over towards East Stroudsburg.”

      “Oh, but—”

      Josie held up a finger. “Hannah, you don’t want to be using Walsh Pharmacy for this little purchase. News would be around town before Deacon gets back.”

      Hannah winced. “Oh. Right.” Hardy Falls could win a gold medal for gossip in the next Olympics.

      Josie frowned thoughtfully. “Neither of you will be fit to work tonight, so I’ll ask Mat to come in. Then you guys can have some alone time.”

      Hannah straightened, the business owner taking over for a moment. “Mat’s already worked six days straight because Kevin was off.”

      “He won’t mind.” Josie grinned. “I’ll stay to keep him company, and he’ll be able to boss me around in the kitchen. He likes that. Is June working tonight, too?”

      June Esperanza’s primary role at the Country Time might be the head server, but she’d been working there since Hannah had been thirteen. June could handle any job in the place without breaking a sweat.

      Hannah nodded helplessly, not able to stand up to the energy of Hurricane Josie.

      “Good. We’ll take care of the Country Time, and you and Deacon can talk.”

      “Okay.”

      Josie went to the door, then turned back, her smile as wide as the sun and just as bright.

      “Hannah. You might be pregnant.”

      “Oh, my God.” Hannah breathed.

      Josie sniffed and went out.

      Hannah sat for a long time with her hands on her belly, trying to imagine the little life that could be in there.

      Now she was afraid to take the test, because what if they were wrong? What if she really did just have the stomach flu?

      She’d be devastated. So would Deacon.

      “I think you’re in there,” she said to the tiny bundle of cells she hoped was currently dividing at a rapid clip. “I think you’re my baby, but we’ll just make sure, okay?”

      She rubbed her hands on her stomach. It was odd that it still felt the same. Still relatively, although not completely, flat. Still the same tightness of her jeans. Still the same looseness of skin, because she’d never been a hard body. And yet, suddenly, everything might change.

      “Everything could be different now,” she whispered.

      If they were right, and the test came back positive, there were still risks—big ones. Lots of mothers lost lots of babies in the first trimester, and those were mothers without her health issues. Anything could happen.

      Her breathing stuttered, and her heart started galloping wildly in her chest.

      She couldn’t protect this child growing inside her. She couldn’t do anything to make sure it would be all right. That it would be born without problems. That it would live a long and healthy life. She couldn’t make sure everything would be okay.

      God, she was having a nervous breakdown, and she wasn’t even sure she was pregnant yet.

      Josie was right, and she should probably wait, but she needed Deacon desperately. She needed him to hold her while they faced this thing together.

      Grabbing her cell phone from her jeans pocket, she speed-dialed his number.

      “Hi, beautiful,” he said after the first ring.

      “Hi.” She sucked in a breath so she wouldn’t burst into tears again and scare the poor man. “So, um, where are you?”

      “Just leaving the grocery store. Are you okay? Still sick? You sound strange.”

      “No, I’m fine, it’s just…” she hesitated. “Can you come back?”

      “I’ll be there in a flash,” he promised, the concern in his voice intensifying.

      “Good.” She disconnected and leaned her head against the back of the chair.

      A baby.

      Wow.
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      June Esperanza hated paying her apartment rent, but she was pretty fond of her landlady, Mathilda Gregory, so she usually made sure she had time to talk when she parted with her hard-earned money. And, honestly, Ms. Gregory could have charged a lot more for the cute little studio apartment perched on top of her garage that June was currently renting. She suspected the elderly woman liked her, too.

      After she handed over this month’s check, June leaned against one of the spotless cabinets in Ms. Gregory’s bright, cheerful kitchen and complained idly about how crappy she’d been feeling lately. Her landlady was also the town librarian and knew a lot of stuff. Maybe she’d know something June could take.

      “It’s weird,” June told her. “I puke first thing every morning, but the nausea usually goes away in an hour or two.” Although she was still pretty queasy at the moment. “Plus, I’ve been more on edge than ever. Maybe it’s early menopause.” She wasn’t forty yet, but it wasn’t unheard of. And in some respects, it wouldn't be the worst thing in the whole world if it happened.

      The elderly librarian slipped the rent check into the pocket of her neat trousers and studied June without comment for several long moments.

      “June,” she finally said in her precise way. “I didn’t think I would ever have to lend you a book about the facts of life.”

      June frowned at her, confused. “Huh?”

      “Calvin Hardy has been here almost every night,” her landlady said in a seeming non-sequitur.

      Since June’s apartment was right behind Ms. Gregory’s house, the other woman knew damn right well that Calvin’s pickup was there all the time. It was big, muscular, and very red—not much chance of hiding it.

      Calvin’s pickup could be a permanent fixture at her apartment, as far as June was concerned. She was head over heels in love with the guy and always had been, even though it had taken her a while to admit it. They’d been a couple back when they’d been younger until he’d dumped her and headed off to Philadelphia. When he’d finally come home earlier this year, divorced and set to take over the family hardware store business, he’d told her that leaving had been the biggest mistake of his life. He’d said he’d missed her every day of the fifteen years he’d been gone. He’d pursued her, hounded her until she’d finally given in and believed him.

      Best thing she’d ever done. The only other thing even remotely comparable was when she’d stopped in Hardy Falls back when she’d been twenty-three and decided to stay.

      Unfortunately, Calvin couldn’t be at her place every night, no matter how much they both wanted it. His mother had early-onset Alzheimer's, and it was getting worse, so some nights he needed to stay with his father to help care for her. June couldn’t be with him then—his mother hated her, and just seeing her tended to set the woman off. It meant there weren’t going to be many family dinners in her future, but June didn’t give a shit.

      She remembered the Thanksgiving dinner Mat and Josie had put on a week ago for everyone who worked at the Country Time. The table had been full of food and surrounded by friends gorging themselves. She and Calvin had stayed as long as possible, then tried to go to his parent’s house. His mother had screamed bloody murder, so they’d turned around and gone back to Mat and Josie’s.

      Sometimes you had to make your own family.

      “Yeah, Calvin’s here a lot,” she said belligerently to Ms. Gregory. “So what?”

      The older woman sighed and pushed up her glasses. “June,” she said patiently, “are you and Calvin making a quilt when he stops by?”

      June blinked. “What?”

      “No? Watercoloring then? Reading poetry? None of that? So maybe you’re having sex as often as possible on every surface that will hold you?”

      June opened her mouth, then closed it again. “Maybe,” she muttered, wondering why she was embarrassed. The first night she and Calvin had been together at her apartment, they’d forgotten to pull the blinds, which meant her landlady had gotten quite a show.

      “I thought so.” Ms. Gregory sounded satisfied
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