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DEDICATION


To my husband, who makes every day sparkle.
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PROLOGUE
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One month earlier

Whitney Kerr lounged on the couch in her sister’s cramped apartment. She’d managed the perfect placement for her afternoon of self-loathing. Four purple fluffy cushions surrounded her, a blanket draped over her legs. Perched on her tummy was a bowl of popcorn, a package of peanut butter cups, and bag of M&Ms, a glass of white wine nestled precariously by her elbow. Clad in her favorite pajamas, her dark curls were tucked into her Savannah Bananas hat. She was the poster girl for living the adulting life. 

The reason for binge eating in a pillow fort was simple—Whitney had had her heart broken last month. Yes, it was undeniable that her ex-boyfriend, Baxter, dumped her after nearly three years of dating. Yet, what really got Whitney was the loss of her previous life—a life living in his condo with her own space, and most importantly, a closet to herself and shelves for her romance book collection. Now she crashed on her sister’s sofa, her belongings stacked in boxes. As if that was depressing enough, she was back on a budget, hence her Girl Dinner of movie theatre snacks. 

At the beginning of the summer, Whitney had been reading on the balcony with a view of the Savannah River, reveling in the security of their shared life. By shared, she basically had been living there rent-free and under his lease. The son of Georgia real estate moguls, her ex didn’t have to work hard for his home. 

Employed by his parents, Baxter hardly stuck to a schedule that folks would consider normal. He’d sashay into the office after sleeping in, Starbucks in hand, and looked busy enough to avoid his parents’ scrutiny. In hindsight, Whitney should have guessed that careless behavior would leak into his personal life. But she’d been blinded by his charms, his place, and her desire to be loved.

Whitney had fallen into the trap she’d sworn she’d avoid like the plague: depending on a man for her livelihood. On their first anniversary, Baxter had popped the question—Whitney, would you move in with me? Granted, she’d been hoping for a different question, but at the time, she figured Baxter had a greater plan. 

Curled up around her snack bowl, Whitney sighed when her fingers reached the bottom. “Shoot,” she muttered, sitting up and swiping a cluster of popcorn kernels from her chest. They clattered to the floor, bouncing under the coffee table and the couch. 

“Xena!” Whitney called out, adding a quiet whistle to lure her sister’s maniac cat out for a snack. Unlike her namesake Warrior Princess, this Xena was a coward, and a bit of an asshole. 

Since moving in, Whitney and the feline had come to an unspoken agreement. Whitney would not touch the beast in exchange for the occasional treat of fallen human food. Last night the pair dined on shrimp Pad Thai from Whitney’s favorite shop around the corner. 

Whitney was incredibly grateful her sister, Winnie, was out of town on business. If she were to walk in on this sad scene, she’d likely call health services. Between Whitney’s mental state and current lack of hygiene, she was certainly breaking some law or at least a local ordinance. 

Finally, Xena flounced out from her corner of the apartment and snarfed down the fallen popcorn without a glance. Whitney settled back into the cushions and began flipping the channels. Usually the food competition shows kept her attention, but Whitney wasn’t feeling much at the moment. 

Her channel changing stopped when she found a Savannah Bananas game. She had been a fan since the team was founded in the mid-2010s, and going to games had been something her sister and she did with their parents before they retired to Florida. Whitney had tried to talk Baxter into joining her, but he always shrugged off the invites. Her ex was a bit of a snob, and slumming it in the cheap seats in the hot Georgia sun was never high on his to-do list. 

That was why, when the camera panned to the audience, Whitney almost choked on her wine. There, smack dab in the middle of the stands, was her ex-boyfriend. While their break-up had added five pounds to Whitney’s already curvy frame, Baxter looked polished and happy. His strawberry-blond hair was swept back, his gaze fixed on a gorgeous, lithe blonde. 

As if her brain had already put the pieces together, Whitney’s pulse skyrocketed as the camera zoomed in on Baxter. He slowly lowered to one knee as the blonde fanned her face, eyes already glistening. Currently she was better suited for a beauty pageant than America’s pastime. 

“No,” Whitney breathed, empty glass clattering to the floor. Xena did not appear pleased at the noise and darted out of sight into Winnie’s bedroom. 

“Uh-oh, y’all!” the TV commentator whooped. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a seventh-inning stretch proposal!” Sound effects were piped over the image of Baxter and the mystery woman embracing. Cartoon hearts popped as the audience cheered. 

Whitney didn’t remember much after that, save for her darting to the bathroom to lose her Girl Dinner. An hour later, her stomach empty and her eyes finally dry, she padded out to the couch and flopped onto her back. She stared up at the ceiling, a million questions roiling through her mind. 

Who was this woman?

Why had Baxter rebounded so quickly?

Had she been the other woman all along?

She simultaneously yearned for Winnie’s company and thanked the good Lord she wouldn’t be back for a week. She understood her older sister meant well, but she wasn’t like Whitney. While Whitney was scatter-brained and currently unemployed and homeless, her sister was a high-power attorney out touring sites for her law firm’s expansion. 

Winnie was only two years older, but she’d managed to live a lifetime more than Whitney. Once the ink was dry on her college diploma, Whitney got placed with a temp agency, eager to find just the right fit for her career. Unsure of what her degree would get her, she’d expected exciting placements at law firms, museums, or at least a corporation with a view of a historical Savannah park. Instead, she’d been sent to windowless basements or filing rooms with towers of paperwork to organize and file. Every once in a while, they’d send her to retail shops during sales or grand openings, but nothing seemed to stick. 

Now the trouble was, she’d been placed over and over again for six years and had nothing to show for it except a dwindling bank account and no discernable skills. She hadn’t found her passion, and after turning down the last three placements since the breakup, she didn’t even have a job. 

Whitney scrubbed her face and blinked back a fresh round of tears. She truly did not want to be marrying Baxter Hollingsworth, but that didn’t mean she wanted him marrying someone else so soon. Unable to stand her own thoughts, she popped the cork on another bottle of wine. 

Deciding she did in fact need to speak with her sister, she dialed and prayed she’d answer. Unfortunately, her sister’s career ambitions won out, and Whitney was left leaving a slurring voicemail. 

Throwing her phone to the floor, she fell asleep on the couch. The last thing she thought as her eyes drifted shut was What am I going to do now?

*
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Trevor Mays was the unluckiest man alive. 

“I’m sorry, son,” Chief Warren said, running a hand over his mustache. “We’ve decided to promote Hastings to Captain. You understand, right?”

No. 

No, Trevor did not understand how this was happening, again. For the second time in as many years, he was being passed over for a job he could do in his sleep. He was the son of the previous chief, and if his father hadn’t had a penchant for hot dogs, cigarettes, and beer, he’d still be sitting in Warren’s seat. 

Trevor had grown up in this fire station, planned his entire career based on his father’s, and even considered his teammates his best friends. When other young boys had been in Little League or Cub Scouts, Trevor had been on ride-a-longs with his dad and the man sitting in front of him now. He’d missed his senior homecoming dance because there had been a five-alarm fire that took all hands-on deck. He’d eagerly swapped his rented tuxedo for his father’s spare bunker gear to sit guard at the station and help dispatch with calls. 

Trevor lived and breathed for this fire station, but apparently the relationship was one-sided. And sadly that wouldn’t be the first bad relationship he’d been in this year. 

Trevor took a deep breath, unwilling to break down in front of his boss. Things were embarrassing enough lately. His life was starting to feel like that meme of Chris Farley falling down the hill. Every time he thought he was done, he’d bounce off another rock and keep on spiraling downhill. The only problem was that Trevor wasn’t laughing. 

“I’m curious, Chief.” His throat closed, but he kept his composure a moment longer. “What could I have done differently over the last year to warrant getting passed over?” He left out the word again¸ since both men were painfully aware of his track record around the station. “Am I missing any benchmarks in my performance reviews? Are my physical fitness requirements slipping?”

For all the stories of nepo babies in Hollywood, Trevor would have loved a little of that right now. He’d served as a fireman in this station for nearly a decade, was promoted to driver five years ago, and within months was made lieutenant. It was time for him to take on more responsibility, but apparently that wasn’t going to happen yet. 

Chief Warren grimaced and reached for his coffee mug, downing its contents in one go. “Son,” he said, clearing his throat. 

Trevor bristled. “Lieutenant Mays. No point being casual when we’re speaking about my career.” Under his breath, he muttered, “Or lack of one.”

“Lieutenant Mays,” Warren corrected, sliding his mug to the corner of his desk and not making eye contact. Trevor wanted to pick up that damn mug and crush it to smithereens in his hands. He’d bought the chief that mug when he’d been promoted. Trevor was still mourning the loss of his father, mentor, and boss, yet he had the gumption to do something nice for a man who had always had his back. Apparently Southern manners only got Trevor so far. 

Chief Warren continued, although Trevor had missed the first part of the lame excuses. “You know how things go around here with city council. They write our checks, and so we must keep them happy.”

What wasn’t being said was that the new captain was engaged to the city council president’s daughter, Virginia. The city council president wasn’t Trevor’s favorite person, least of all since his daughter had trampled all over Trevor’s heart. Just last year, Virginia had been wearing Trevor’s ring all around Pinegrove. He didn’t want to unpack that cluster at the moment, so he clenched his jaw and prayed for patience—or maybe a time machine?

Above all, Trevor loathed politics. He didn’t want to scratch someone’s back hoping it would lead to success down the road. He wanted to be nice and help people for the sake of doing it, period. Wasn’t that the cornerstone of a good fire captain? Well, apparently not in Pinegrove, Georgia. 

Scott Hastings was a tool, plain and simple. He’d barely made it through the academy and lived for pulling pranks on people and slacking off on the job. Trevor had bailed him out of trouble more times than he cared to remember, and that only made this bitter pill impossible to swallow.

Trevor squeezed the armrest, feeling the fabric protest under his grip. He needed to get out of here; he would not break down—or break anything—in front of the chief. Nope, he would do what he could to save his dignity. 

“Is there anything else?” he asked, standing up to his full height and squaring his shoulders. 

“No, son, urm, Lieutenant. You’re dismissed. Take the rest of the day off.”

Trevor’s shoulders slumped. “I’m working on those arson reports. I thought Javi and I were ...” But his words faltered, mentioning his buddy and coworker in a tone more suitable to a whiny teenager. Clearing his throat, he amended, “It was my understanding those reports had a deadline of ...” 

Chief Warren shook his head, muttering something under his breath that was mostly profanities. “Lieutenant, Captain Hastings has asked that we shift the team around. All that logistics can wait a day. Why don’t you go home, have a drink, and blow off some steam?” 

Gritting his teeth, Trevor tried to ignore the bile rising up his throat. He didn’t want to drink his feelings—although the option was tempting—he wanted to work. But judging from the chief’s sullen expression, that wasn’t an option. 

Trevor nodded once and left the office, anger coursing through his veins. If his father were alive, he would no doubt be disappointed that his son’s career was stagnant. It was humiliating at best, soul-crushing at worst. 

Smoothing down the front of his uniform shirt, Trevor stalked out into the bullpen. He made sure to avoid eye contact with his coworkers, as their pitying looks would only push him over the edge. 

Things needed to change around here, and fast. Trevor didn’t know how much longer he could pretend everything was okay. 
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“Hello, is this Ms. Kerr?” a stranger’s voice bellowed through the line. 

Whitney twitched. Her neck ached from how she’d slept funny on the couch. The ringing phone had woken her up from her restless night, a peanut butter cup wrapper stuck to her cheek. Peeling the paper from her skin, she tossed it in the general direction of the trashcan before sitting up and finding her voice. 

“Yes. Who is this?” she asked, clearing a lump of peanut butter from her throat.

The man on the other line cheered at this news. “Oh, excellent. Ms. Kerr, you are listed as the backup contact for Mr. Hollingsworth here at the shop.”

Interrupting the happy interloper, she asked, “I’m sorry, the shop?”

“Yes, ma’am. Peach City Motors. Mr. Hollingsworth’s Mustang is ready for pickup.”

Whitney snorted, recovering quickly. She could tell this stranger exactly what to do with Baxter’s prized possession, but she was a lady and wouldn’t be that rude before having coffee. 

“I’m sorry, but why are you calling me?” she asked, her finger already hovering over the red End Call button. 

The sounds of papers shuffling echoed through the phone. “Mr. Hollingsworth listed you as backup contact when he got an account with us last year.” He hesitated a moment, and asked, “So can you please pick up the Mustang?”

For all the crap and drama Baxter left at her feet, Whitney would be damned if she played errand girl for her ex. Nope, he and his car could burn in Hell as far as she was concerned. “Well ...” She huffed, annoyed with herself for answering an unlisted number.

“Oh, please, Ms. Kerr. It’s been here a week, and we need it out of the shop. I wouldn’t be calling his backup contact otherwise.”

Then a delicious thought occurred to Whitney. She could pick up Baxter’s beloved car, and maybe take it on a little joy ride. She wouldn’t do anything rash, but suddenly this opportunity seemed destined. Not only had the bastard already proposed to someone new, but she never got the closure she craved from the breakup. 

“You know what, I think I do have time to pick up the car. What’s the address?”

An hour later, Whitney was behind the wheel of Baxter’s Mustang, a gift from his sixteenth birthday. The car sparkled like a ruby as she coasted down the highway, the expensive detail job certainly worth the money. The black leather roof shone in the sun, the red paint flashing at every angle. They’d even sprayed some of that fancy air freshener reminiscent of new car and upscale hotel lobby. 

Whitney leaned back, resting one hand on the steering wheel and the other fiddling with the radio. Once she found a country station, she cranked up the volume and turned on the back road toward her sister’s place. Pulling into a spot, she turned off the ignition and sighed. She’d picked up the car, but now what? 

She’d be damned if she dropped it off at his place with a bow on the hood, but she didn’t want it with her either. Deciding it was a problem that could wait another hour, she grabbed her purse and headed inside. Once the door slammed behind her, Xena meowed and nudged her food bowl with her nose. 

Scoffing, Whitney filled the dish and sighed. “I know we’ve both been on a binge lately, Xena, but we need to get ourselves together.”

The cat seemed completely disinterested in Whitney’s advice, devouring her kibble in record time. Whitney reached down to try to pet the cat, to gain an ounce of connection from another living being, but that had been a step too far. Xena lurched back, hissing like Whitney was the devil himself. 

And this was just one of the reasons Whitney needed to figure out her life and move out. One of the biggest reasons she was still beaten up over the breakup was the loss of Baxter’s apartment. 

Of course, the primary reason was love—barf—but the other reason was that his place felt like hers ... at least more than her sister’s apartment did. She’d had the space to make herself at home, but now she lived out of suitcases. She’d gone from Cinderella in the castle to sitting on a pumpkin long after the magic died. 

While Baxter’s childhood was spent at country clubs, golf courses, and river cruises, Whitney was raised on late ’90s television, weekend trips to Tybee Island, and frozen pizzas. She felt like she’d won the lottery when she’d met Baxter at a zoo charity event in Atlanta. She’d been visiting a girlfriend who invited her to hobnob on her dime. They threw a couple bucks at the pandas and made their exit. 

On the way out, Whitney’s heel had caught on a paving stone and she’d fallen right into Baxter while he waited for the valet. She was hypnotized by his crooked grin and piercing green eyes, and Baxter was enamored with her ample cleavage and hip-hugging skirt. In a matter of days, they’d been on their first date and the rest was history. 

Whitney shook the pleasant memories of Baxter from her mind as she opened the fridge in search of something comforting that wasn’t booze. Not that she was embarrassed by her alcohol intake over the last few weeks, because she wasn’t, but Whitney knew she needed to stay sober. At least until she figured out what to do with Baxter’s car ...

Her musings were interrupted by her cell phone. At first, she hesitated, fearing it was Baxter calling to ream her out for taking his car, but curiosity won out and she checked the screen. It was her sister. Answering right away, Whitney said, “Win, what’s up?”

Winnie laughed. “Um, I don’t know. Nothing interesting has happened in the last twenty-four hours. I thought I would reach out and see what’s new.” After a second, she added, “Cut the bullshit. How are you holding up? I got back late from a dinner thing and heard your message.” Her sister paused. “Baxter is more of a dick than I realized.”

Whitney snickered. “You’re only now discovering this fun fact?” She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “You can take me off suicide watch, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Whitney said, rummaging in the pantry for a snack. Coming up with only a bag of popcorn, she gave up and went to the couch. She’d seen enough popcorn lately ...

“I’m more worried about homicide at this point.”

“Actually, that’s fair. I never really wanted to die. I want to get even.”

“And has that urge dissipated, or should you keep me on retainer?” Winnie asked, her tone still light.

“You’re a corporate litigator. Would you even be able to defend me in a murder trial?”

“Pfft. For my only sister, I’d figure it out.” Confidence dripped from every syllable. For as listless as Whitney was, that was how steady and professional Winnie was. Whitney envied her big sister, craving that level of certainty in her professional life.

As if reading her mind, Winnie asked, “Did you call the agency and get another placement lined up?”

“Nope,” Whitney said, letting the P pop. “I have no desire to answer phones and do filing in a gray cubicle farm. I have enough saved up that I can wallow another few weeks.”

“Whit,” Winnie said, her tone turning harsh. “You’ve worked there for over six years. I’m sure if you call and beg, they’ll get you scheduled someplace new by Monday.”

“Win,” Whitney mimicked. “If you’re about to scold me on my work habits, I can hang up and call our parents. Or better yet, I could just hang up.”

“Mom and Dad are only worried about you, like I am. You can crash with me as long as you need, but I think you need to get a job.”

“Um, need I remind you that Baxter just proposed to someone on national television?”

“Honey, it was local TV, and Baxter was always a tool.”

“Fine, whatever. Why else did you call?”

Muffled voices drowned out Winnie’s voice as she changed rooms. “That was all, only checking in. I’m due in another meeting in a moment, so I have to go. Promise me you’ll get out of the apartment, get some fresh air, and clear your head. Maybe take a little road trip or something. Okay?”

“Yeah, yeah. Good luck with your meetings.” Whitney disconnected and tossed her phone across the room, where it landed on a stack of dirty laundry, and slid to the floor. The notion of going on a quaint road trip made Whitney laugh to herself. 

BB—Before Baxter—Whitney loved to plan random road trips around the south. She’d drive with girlfriends or boyfriends, and once Baxter even joined the fun, but those memories were starting to fade. That adventurous side to Whitney hadn’t visited in a while, and she wondered if Winnie was right. Perhaps it was time to do something different?  

An hour later and Whitney was still restless. She didn’t want to sit and mope anymore, but she didn’t know what to do. Winnie’s advice rattled around her head. Fresh air usually required exercise, and Whitney wasn’t about to make herself even more uncomfortable. Her curvy frame had picked up a few extra switchbacks from her post-relationship binge. She’d get back on track with her diet eventually, but that wasn’t her biggest concern. 

Stalking back into the kitchen, Baxter’s keys twinkled from the countertop. She could get some fresh air with the top down, and that level of pettiness would likely be a balm to her ravaged soul. She’d noticed the tank was full and, suddenly, Whitney didn’t know why she was standing in the apartment. It was time to joyride. 

Whitney snatched the keys and headed outside. The mid-June sun hung heavy above her, but she craved the wind in her hair, so she yanked the top down. After tossing her purse on the passenger’s seat, Whitney slid behind the wheel and got moving.

Now that she was on the road, she had no idea what she wanted to do. The longer she sat in the driver’s seat, the more she thought about Baxter. And, honestly, she was done thinking about him. Imagining him with his new fiancée made her queasy. 

Whitney bristled, her skin crawling with discomfort. He had moved on, and she needed to as well. The trouble was, she still didn’t feel like she’d gotten the closure she craved. 

Her stomach rumbled. In her haste to leave, she’d forgotten to eat lunch. Passing an exit that promised a pizzeria, Whitney turned off and into the parking lot of a mom-and-pop shop. Twenty minutes later, she had an extra-large supreme pizza and a Coke. 

The box was heavy in her hands, the beginnings of a grease pool forming through the cardboard. This right here was why Baxter banned any food in the Mustang. He never wanted to jeopardize anything happening to his girl, he used to cry. 

“It’s too bad you never cared that much for me, asshole,” Whitney muttered as she dropped the box on the front passenger’s seat. It landed with a thud, the grease already puddling, and Whitney beamed. 

Pulling back onto the winding road, she flipped the lid and helped herself to slice number one. “Hey, Baxter!” she shouted out to no one. “I’m eating in your car, and I forgot napkins!” She took a greedy bite, grease trailing down her chin as she chewed. It wasn’t even the best pizza, but it was the best meal for her current mood. 

Looping back toward Baxter’s house, she planned to drop the car in the driveway with a few spots of pizza grease on the buttery leather interior. But as she drew nearer, memories flooded her crowded brain, and Whitney second-guessed her decision. She didn’t want to do anything too wild, mostly because Baxter would likely take her to court, but she needed to leave her mark. 

Whitney craved a little destruction. She wanted him to return to an inconvenience. Licking a blob of marinara from her thumb, she looked down at the pizza box. An evil grin cracked her face as she picked up another slice. Taking a bite, she chewed thoughtfully and hummed the tune of “I Will Survive.” 

After finishing the second slice, she decided it was time for action and eased the car into the driveway. Turning it off, she rested her head on the headrest and sighed. Her little joyride had provided a nice distraction, but vengeance was far from hers. Lifting the corner of the pizza box, she saw a satisfying orange tint to the beige leather. Baxter would be livid, but it wasn’t enough.

Stepping out of the car, Whitney walked around to the passenger’s side door. Flinging it open, she reached for the box and tested its weight in her hands. There were six slices of greasy cheese and red tomato sauce begging for some attention. Opening the lid, Whitney turned the box over and smashed it into the leather upholstery. The squelching sound of cheese making contact with the interior filled her with a sense of unbridled joy. 

“This is for the engagement,” she hissed through her teeth as she leaned into the task. Her arms shook with rage, but she also felt lighter the more she pushed the box. When she was satisfied, she stepped back and grinned. 

Not wanting her handiwork to be washed away by rain, she pulled the top back into place on the car. Just then, another thought occurred to her, and she jogged to the garage door panel and tested the code. The door rose, presenting Whitney with a final revenge. She carefully backed the car into the garage before retrieving her purse. 

Pulling out her favorite red lipstick—a color Baxter used to love—she popped off the cap and circled to the windshield. In careful scrawl, she wrote Congrats on your engagement across the pristine glass. It would be the first thing that asshole would see when he arrived home, and it filled Whitney with the glee she usually only experienced after sex or a tub of butter pecan ice cream. 

Stalking around the car, she tossed the keys onto the driver’s seat and slammed the door. Retrieving her cell phone, she ordered an Uber to take her home. It was time to grab her own car and get out of town for a few days. Whitney would take her sister’s advice. She only hoped it would bring her back to herself. 

*
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“Pack up, man. Our shift is over, and I refuse to watch you mope another minute without a beer in front of you,” Lieutenant Ortiz, aka Javi, said. 

Trevor groaned, logging out of his computer and tossing his empty coffee cup in the trash. His buddy was right, but he wouldn’t admit that fact sober. “Give me a second to ...” His words were cut off when his least favorite person sauntered into the bullpen. 

“Mays, you’re on hose duty tomorrow,” Hastings said from his perch at his new desk. The son of a bitch had the nerve to look smug while delivering Trevor’s death sentence. Hose duty was the most boring busy work imaginable, a task saved for rookies or staff on probation.

“Sure thing,” Trevor said, grabbing his messenger bag from his desk drawer. 

Hastings made a show of cupping his ear, leaning closer to Trevor. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant, what did you say?”

Stifling an eye roll, Trevor squared his shoulders and met Hasting’s beady gaze. “I said, sure thing, Captain.” An evil grin crawled up Hastings’ face, and Trevor bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from saying something that could get him fired ... or arrested.

“Sorry, man,” Javi said, joining Trevor at his desk. “Dude’s a dick, but an order is an order.” His voice was low, so no one else overheard. “We all wish you were captain, trust me.”

Trevor ran a hand through his hair, leaving the russet waves at an odd angle. It wasn’t a secret that very few people were thrilled with Scott’s promotion, but it was cold comfort now. All Trevor knew was that it was another obstacle to his professional ambitions of taking over his father’s command. 

“Thanks, Javi.”

Javi held up his fingers, which were crossed. “I’m hoping he’ll screw up and get canned sooner rather than later. I mean, familial connections can only get you so far, right?” Javi winced as soon as he asked the question. 

Trevor shook his head. “Real nice, man.”

“Tell you what.” Javi sighed and clapped Trevor on the shoulder. “I’ll apologize over a pitcher of beers at The Pecan Pit. Let’s get drunk.”

The pair hopped into Javi’s pickup and turned onto the highway. The town of Pinegrove, Georgia, wasn’t huge, but it was home. Trevor had lived here since he was knee-high to a grasshopper, and he never thought about leaving. His mother was here, his best friends were here, and he’d be damned if he gave up on his dream of taking over the chief rank in his father’s station. Station 33 would be his someday, it had to be. 

Javi drummed his thumbs on the steering wheel as he took the exit for their favorite pub. It wasn’t much, but The Pecan Pit was their watering hole of choice. The nachos were amazing, the beer was cheap, and the crowd was all friends and family. Right now, it was exactly what Trevor needed. 

Following Javi inside, Trevor blinked at the dim lighting and exhaled. The Fourth of July was only a couple weeks away, but already the tiny hamlet was crammed with visitors. Since The Pecan Pit was one of the few bars in town, it usually filled up fastest. Trevor was relieved to have a break from crowds, even for the moment. 

Javi clapped him on the shoulder, and said, “You grab a pair of stools, I’ve gotta hit the head.” 

Trevor nodded and snagged the last two stools at the end of the bar. 

Before he took a seat, a pair of mugs were slid in front of him. “Here ya go, man.” The gruff voice belonged to Buster, the owner of The Pecan Pit. He was about forty years old and was built like a retired NFL linebacker. You didn’t mess with Buster. 

“Thanks,” Trevor said, pulling out his wallet and sliding his credit card across the sticky bar top. “Let’s start a tab and an order of nachos, please.”

Buster took the card in his meaty fingers and nodded, disappearing into the kitchen. 

Trevor sipped from his beer, waiting for his frustrations to wash away. He tried to shake the feeling of inadequacy weighing him down. His father had risen up the ranks to chief at the speed of light, never once stumbling on his way to the top. In stark contrast, his only son couldn’t get beyond the rank of lieutenant despite years of training and experience. 

“You better start drinking faster, man,” Javi teased as he slid onto his stool. “You look like crap, and I want to get lucky tonight.”

Trevor sniffed, perking up when Buster appeared with their nachos. “On the house, Trev. Sorry to hear about captain.” He rapped his knuckles on the counter before Trevor muttered his thanks. 

Javi was delighted with their bounty, snatching a stack of chips and shoving them in his mouth. “Oh, extra guac. You should get screwed over more often.”

Trevor nudged him aside and took a handful of chips for himself. “Thanks. I’m glad the demise of my career is worth it.”

Through a mouthful, Javi replied, “Do you know how expensive avocados are?”

Stifling a grin, Trevor went to work devouring the nachos. They ate in silence for a few minutes, gazes locked on the dwindling pile of fat and carbs. Around them people laughed and threw darts; their lives continuing as normal. Trevor hadn’t felt normal in quite some time, and he was sick of it. 

“You guys want another round?” A female voice asked over the din. 

Trevor looked up to see Julia, one of the waitresses and a woman who had been asking him out for about a decade now. To be fair, she usually asked out everyone from Station 33, but she’d always been the most persistent with him. They were acquaintances at best, going through high school together before putting down roots in their hometown. Julia was sweet, and not bad to look at, but Trevor never caught a spark. That didn’t mean she didn’t shoot her shot every time she saw him. 

Javi, aware of Trevor’s feelings toward the waitress, nodded. “That’d be great. Thanks, Julia.”

She returned with fresh beers and a sour expression. Glancing over her shoulder, she said, “I’m so sorry about the promotion, Trevor. Scott’s an asshole and only got the job because he’s sleeping with that tramp.” Immediately realizing her mistake, she clapped a hand over her mouth and grimaced. “I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have said—”

Trevor took mercy on Julia and shook his head, cutting off her rambling apology. “It’s fine, thanks.”

Julia was incredulous, squaring her shoulders and popping her hip to the side. “It sure ain’t fine. What Virginia did to you was horrible. Cheatin’ on you while wearing your ring—it makes me mad as anything. And to do it with such a loser, ugh! Whenever you’re ready to get out there again, you know where to find me.” She angled her shoulders in a way that showed off her cleavage. She might as well have dangled road kill in front of him, for as little as Trevor was tempted. 

He picked up his beer and chugged down a third of its contents before Julia took the hint and left. 

Javi slid his own beer closer before eating the last chip from the tray. “You gotta hand it to her, she’s tenacious.”

“I wish she would get the hint and drop it.”

“I get that she’s not your type, but you’ve got to get out there again.” Javi sipped from his mug for a moment before soldiering on. “I mean, I get that you’re a wreck about the breakup, but if Virginia ...”

Trevor slammed his hand down on the bar top, gaining the attention of a few onlookers. “I’m not still a wreck about Virginia,” he insisted, draining his beer and motioning to Buster for a third. He hadn’t driven there, and he was ready to drown all his sorrows in malt and barley. 

Javi lowered his voice. “You’re allowed to be, man. She left you for freaking Hastings.”

Trevor slapped his cheeks in mock surprise. “Oh really? I nearly forgot my fiancée left me for my work rival, and just in time for promotions. Thanks for reminding me.”

“We’re going to need a couple pimento cheese burgers to go with this pity party, Buster.” Javi ordered before turning back to Trevor. “It’s been six months, and I think you’re due for a little action. If you don’t want to date Julia, that’s fine, but you need to find someone.”

“Where? This is Pinegrove. All the women my age are taken, or I’m not interested.”

“Pfft, you’re missing a very important fact,” Javi urged, slurping from his beer. 

“And what’s that?” Trevor asked, turning his beer in his hands. 

“It’s almost the Fourth of July, man. This town is swarming with hundreds of out of towners. It’s the perfect distraction from, well, life.”

Trevor merely grunted and downed the last of his second beer. Pinegrove was known throughout the South as the perfect summer destination. Their forests brimmed with hiking trails and watering holes, not to mention their fireworks and parade on the Fourth rivaled any of the big cities. It was small-town charm meets patriotic festivities.

“I don’t know. I’m no good with strangers. I get awkward, and I hate one-night stands.” The admission sat bitter on his tongue, but Trevor knew it was true. He was uncomfortable with people he didn’t know, and he always said the wrong things. Add on getting dumped by his fiancée and losing another promotion, and Trevor’s confidence was in the toilet. 

Javi wasn’t deterred. “You’ll figure it out. I heard from my buddy that all the motels have been booked for months. Everything is chaos since the Peachy Keen Resort closed and the mayor added more festivities. They started some of the smaller events this week already. Apparently Pinegrove will be patriotic from Flag Day to Halloween. It’ll be the busiest event yet.” He waggled his eyebrows. “You only need to wear your uniform and flex your biceps, man. The chicks flock around you like bees to honey.”

Trevor tried to listen to his friend drone on about the upcoming festivities, but his heart wasn’t in it. He was lonely, and more than a little depressed. The idea of trailing around after faceless women didn’t appeal. 

Just when he was about to suggest a topic change, the door to the pub opened. A woman about his age strolled in, wearing a matching expression of concern. She had a mess of black curls and curves that went on for days. Her gray gaze swept around the pub until she found an empty seat.

“Are you even listening, man?” Javi asked, waving his hand in front of Trevor’s face. 

“Huh?” Trevor muttered, not blinking for fear this gorgeous woman was a figment of his imagination. The way his life was going lately, he wouldn’t be surprised ...

Javi spun on his stool and saw the woman, letting out a low whistle. “Okay, if you’re not going to buy her a drink, I call dibs.” He made a show of pushing off his stool and running a hand through his dark hair. Damn near half the women in the pub turned their way when Javi stepped away from the bar, and it soured Trevor’s stomach.

Trevor shook his head slowly, willing his mouth to work. He wanted Javi to back off, yet he wasn’t sure why. Picking up strangers wasn’t his scene, but he knew Javi would have that woman’s number before he could settle the check. Damn trouble was, Trevor was the nice guy, the passive guy. He didn’t approach women and ask for their numbers or shower them with praise and cocktails. 

Javi nudged Trevor on his way toward the gorgeous brunette. “I’ll be right back, or maybe not.” He winked and Trevor’s pulse points in his temple throbbed. Without another word, Javi closed the distance between him and the mystery woman. Trevor swallowed past the lump in his throat, telling himself he’d made a tremendous mistake. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Whitney had been inside pubs like The Pecan Pit before, so she wasn’t caught off guard by the noisy, or nosey, clientele when she stepped inside the dimly lit bar. She’d left her duffle and travel suitcase in the car, but she clutched her purse to her chest as her eyes adjusted to her new scenery—’90s country music droned from a classically cliché jukebox in the corner, and waitresses in denim shorts flitted between tables delivering baskets of hush puppies and greasy cheeseburgers. 

Her stomach rumbled a reminder that it was beyond dinner time, so she strode up to the bar in need of sustenance and liquid courage. She hadn’t stopped in Pinegrove on accident, oh no. Somewhere between Atlanta and Columbus, she’d had the brilliant idea to head toward her hometown of Peach Springs. She hadn’t been back in over a decade, but the pull to the cozy surroundings of her youth was irresistible. 

The only problem with her lack of a plan? Her beater of a car kept overheating on the backroads of Georgia, threatening to leave her stranded. A part of her lamented her maturity in returning Baxter’s Mustang—albeit in worse shape than she’d received it—but there was no use crying over spilled milk now. Instead, she flagged down a burly man and asked for a menu.

“Here you go, darlin’,” the man said, his cheeks popping with a smile. “I’m Buster, and I’ll be right back for your order.” He knocked his fist on the bar top once before sauntering off to another table. 

“Thank you,” Whitney said to Buster’s back before looking for comfort food.

It was no secret that Whitney Kerr was a comfort eater. She was also a stress eater, regular eater, and occasional binge eater. Her weight was always a sore spot, but she decided to lean into who she was and try to stop fighting it. Granted, that didn’t help her own criticisms of her body, but she was too worn out to obsess over the calorie count of a double cheeseburger and fries. 

“What’ll ya have, darlin’?” Buster asked a moment later, sliding a cold glass of sweet tea toward her. Whitney thanked him before sipping from the tea and savoring its sweet punch. 

“What do you recommend?” she asked, tapping the menu. “I’m torn between the double cheeseburger and the fish fry.”

Buster cocked his head, studying her a moment. Whitney struggled not to squirm in her seat; she wasn’t used to strangers giving her a once-over. She liked to blend into her surroundings, but that clearly wasn’t an option now. 

“I’d get the burger,” a male voice boomed beside her. “Buster should have taken the fish off the menu five years ago.”

Splaying a hand over his chest, Buster sighed theatrically. “Javi, you wound me.” Turning back to Whitney, he said, “But he’s got a point. No one in their right mind orders the fish here. I’d say the double burger, or the hot chicken sandwich are best.”

Whitney snapped the menu shut and handed it to Buster. “Double burger, medium rare, with extra pickles.”

Buster saluted Whitney with the menu. “Comin’ right up.” He disappeared into the kitchen, leaving her alone with the stranger. 

Whitney spun on her stool, finally taking in the man beside her. He was on the tall side, but not one of those giants she read about in her romance books. He was strong, with cords of muscles popping on his arms as he leaned against the bar. A tangle of black curls, much like her own, sat on top of his head. His smile was warm, yet promised trouble if she wanted it. 

She didn’t.

“Hello,” she said, her voice sounding tired to her own ears. She wasn’t in the market for trouble, or at least not more than she was already in. At the proverbial crossroads of unemployed and single, Whitney knew she had a lot to figure out for herself before she hopped into bed with anyone, even handsome men like this. 

The man extended his hand, smiling when she slid hers into his grip. He shook it gently before introducing himself. “I’m Javier Ortiz, but my friends call me Javi. And you are?”

Whitney bristled against the Southern manners she was raised with and finally gave in. “I’m Whitney. It’s nice to meet you, Javier.”

Carefully placing her hand back on the bar, he slid onto the stool beside her. “Please, Whitney, call me Javi.” 

Whitney was incredulous. “I’d hardly say we’re friends.”

“But we’re no longer strangers,” he countered, the glint in his eye promising more than friendship. 

Whitney had to stop her eyes from rolling. This guy was as smooth as an unopened jar of peanut butter, but she wasn’t in the mood to play games. 

“I’m sure you’re a nice man, but I’m not looking for anything other than a cheeseburger and a hotel for the night.” Realizing what she’d said, she quickly amended, “To sleep, alone. I mean when I say I’m not looking for funny business.” She waggled her fingers in his direction, striving to keep her tone light. 

Javier wasn’t deterred. “I hate to break it to you, Whitney, but that hotel room is going to be hard to find.”

Whitney frowned. “What do you mean?”

Javier gestured around them, to the crowded pub. “Fourth of July festivities started.” He held up his hand, counting on his fingers as he spoke. “Tomorrow is the duck race by the creek, followed by the Uncle Sam costume contest, and the pie eating contest starts this weekend. Pinegrove is the busiest place east of the Mississippi.”

She scrambled her brain trying to remember what would cause half of Georgia to flock to this small town when she remembered. “Oh damn, it’s the fireworks extravaganza.” Whitney covered her face with her hands and sighed. She’d forgotten all about festivities in her haste to get on the road. 

Back when she and Winnie were girls, their parents took them a few towns over for a long weekend of fireworks, parades, games, and more food than anyone could eat in a lifetime. Part of her was pleased to see the event was still a mainstay for Pinegrove—and growing—but the other part of her was angry she’d have to keep driving. 

All she really wanted right now was a warm bed, a hot shower, and a steamy romance novel. Instead, she had a well-meaning flirt and a long night on the road ahead of her. Oh well, at least a greasy burger was on its way. 

“Wait, what about the Peachy Keen Resort? We stayed there once when we were kids.” She held her arms out high over her head. “That place was huge.” Granted, her memories were based on the world surrounding a young girl, but Whitney recalled the place was at least five stories high with a wrap-around porch and rocking chairs. It had felt like half the state of Georgia could reside and there’d still have been room to play. 

Javier sucked through his teeth. “Peachy Keen closed years ago. The family couldn’t keep up with the maintenance and the place was shut down. There’s talk of a big corporate hotel coming to town, but nothing’s happened yet. It’s basically a couple motels on the outskirts of town and a handful of rentals. This year the mayor added some more activities, so it’s basically going to be chaos here for weeks.”

“Oh, well, damn.” Whitney couldn’t believe the old mainstay was gone. There went her plans for recreating childhood memories on a rocking chair, the warm summer breeze blowing through her curls. 

“You’re familiar with the festivities?” Javier asked, inching closer despite Whitney leaning away. His dark eyes sparkled with mischief, and Whitney wished she was interested. He was probably just the man she needed in her life, albeit temporarily. He’d be a good time—a pleasant distraction from her solo state—and she’d be on her way, but her heart wasn’t in it. 

Licking her lips, Whitney offered her nicest smile. “Look, Javier—”

“Javi, please,” he interrupted. 

“Javi. I’m sure you’re a nice guy, but I’m not interested in what you’re offering.”

Voice dipping dangerously low, Javi raised an eyebrow, and asked, “What exactly do you think I’m offering?”

Whitney gestured between them, and said, “A roll in the hay and a few sweet words. I’m not in the market for a hasty sexual encounter that may or may not add to my emotional burden. I’m coming out of a relationship, and I ...” Whitney’s words faltered when she realized she was pouring her soul out to a stranger. “You know what? I don’t have to explain anything to you, or to anyone. Bye!” She pushed her stool back and hopped to her feet. Reaching out for her iced tea, she marched to the opposite end of the bar and plopped down. 

Cheeks flushed with annoyance, she made a show of fumbling in her purse for her phone ... aka the international sign of Leave me the hell alone.

Javi spluttered in her wake, and she was proud she could still stand up for herself, despite the happenings of the last several weeks. A moment later, Javi took a step closer and began apologizing when another man joined him. “Whitney, I didn’t mean to—”

His excuses were cut off by another stranger. “Leave her be, Javi.” The other man’s tone left no room to argue. He glanced over to Whitney and grimaced. “We’re sorry for intruding on your evening.” He nodded once before dragging his buddy back to their end of the bar. 

Whitney appreciated the man’s efforts of giving her space, but she’d be lying if she wasn’t intrigued by his wavy hair, a reddish-brown reminiscent of burnt terracotta, or the lopsided grin that made her belly flop. Throw in a chin cleft that Cary Grant would envy, and she was almost smitten. 

This man was her type, but she wasn’t about to stir up trouble now that he’d free her from it. Besides, nice men like that usually were already married off with half a dozen children, gay, or absolute tools like Baxter Hollingsworth. Better to stay single for as long as humanly possible, handsome faces aside. 

Buster chose that moment to appear with her dinner, and glowered at her empty seat. “Javi, did you scare away my customer?”

The other man gestured toward her and mumbled something to Buster. Just then a crash erupted from the kitchen, taking all of Buster’s concentration. “Son of a biscuit. Trevor, can you help me out here?” He shoved the plate into the other man’s hands before storming back into the kitchen.

Whitney watched in fascination as he closed the distance and slid the plate in front of her. “Sorry about that,” he said, reaching over the bar to snag her a stack of napkins and a bottle of ketchup. “Buster is training a new line cook, and let’s say it’s not going well.” He chuckled, and Whitney leaned into the sound of his warm laughter as it melted over her like caramel on her favorite sundae. 

“Thank you,” she said. Unable to meet his gaze, her eyes fixed somewhere over his broad shoulder. 

“You’re welcome. Enjoy your dinner, and I’m sorry again about Javi.” He offered her another nod before going back. 

Whitney took a bite of her burger and groaned with delight. It was perfectly cooked, still juicy, and covered in enough pickles to embarrass a normal person. While she devoured her burger, she idly scanned through Airbnb listings hoping to find an option close to where she was. The last thing she wanted to do was head back to Savannah with her tail between her legs. She was craving adventure, or at least a break from reality. 

Planning for the near future was interrupted by a group of women in their forties and fifties barging into the pub. They were giggling like teenagers, a woman in the front striding ahead to a table set for ten. “Ladies, over here.” She flopped down and patted the chair to her right. 

The women filed in around her, and soon, a waitress brought over a few bottles of white wine. Each of the women held a paperback novel in their hands, and Whitney recognized it. It was a new historical romance she was dying to read, promising a brooding Duke and swoon-worthy happily ever after. 

Before Whitney’s curiosity got the better of her, the group’s ring leader called out to the man at the bar. “Trevor!” His cheeks flamed red as he jumped off his stool and strode toward the rowdy women. At first Whitney feared it was his wife, and she chastised herself for feeling even the hint of butterflies. 
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