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        * * *

      

      One woman. One case of self-denial. One hunky best friend who wants a lot more.
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        * * *

      

      Watching the man she thought she'd marry tie the knot to someone else spurs small-town waitress, Mandy Mattson, to finally pursue her dreams of opening her own restaurant.

      But she can't do it alone. . .

      Mandy's going to need the help of her sexy, long-time best friend, Frankie Smith. He has everything she needs--and more. She fell for him years ago, but has never allowed their friendship to evolve into something more. After all, he's "Frankie fall-off-the-tower Smith,” and she has no intention of giving her heart to a dare devil like him. But what happens when Frankie asks Mandy to take the biggest dare of all?

      

      This all-new edition contains more Frankie. More kisses. More romance!
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      Mandy Mattson stood behind an elm, watching the church, her feet turning to pedicured ice blocks as slush seeped through her designer boots. The old teak doors swung open and the bride and groom burst into the spring sunshine, smiling at each other like they were the only ones in the small town of Blueberry Springs.

      Mandy turned away to stop the world from spinning, the tree’s rough bark snagging her long, loose hair. Against the wishes of the smart little voice in her head, she peered around the trunk once again, waiting as the couple, Oz and Beth, kissed and waved their goodbyes before piling into the idling limo. Taking several quick steps to the right, Mandy crouched behind a budding bush, seeking better cover, as the car pulled out. The last thing she needed was the town knowing she’d been wedding-stalking her ex.

      Was it crazy she’d wanted to see his nuptials herself? To see with her own eyes that he had indeed chosen to spend the rest of his life with her rival? To slide that knife a little deeper into her heart?

      She sighed and wiggled her right foot, which was threatening to fall asleep. Decent boyfriend options were waning and, like the men available, she wasn’t getting any younger. Before long, the only ones left would be used and abused models—divorcés—or the late model lemons nobody had wanted in the first place.

      She winced as an idea struck her. If everyone worth snapping up was snapped up…did that mean she wasn’t worth claiming? Well, obviously not by the man she’d been with for eight years, and then had hopelessly chased for the past three and a half after he’d set her aside.

      That stupid kiss he’d given her two years ago had solidified unrealistically her already high hopes that they’d get back together. She’d followed him around, lit her kitchen on fire—well, that had been an accident—and had tried almost anything and everything to re-spark the connection they’d once had.

      It hadn’t worked. He hadn’t come back to her, and she’d failed. Publicly.

      Everyone in her small town knew it, too. She could see their pitying looks, hear the conversations that hushed when she walked by.

      The idea of test driving another man so she wasn’t alone forever felt like it might finish off what was left of her poor heart. And what if she ended up with a lemon like her parents had, and she got divorced?

      What was the point of it all? Of love? Of even trying?

      Mandy stood, stretching her tingling leg as the limo swung around for another toot-toot drive-by. She dove behind a different shrub, ignoring the light rustling beside her as she kept an eye on the car. Another rustle-rustle and she glanced over at Mrs. Everett’s cat, Fluffy, who was prancing like she had to pee.

      The whole outdoors is yours, kitty.

      Wait one second…

      She stole a second glance at the cat, noting the wide, white stripe down its back—a stripe Fluffy did not possess. The skunk aimed its poufy tail straight at Mandy’s caramel leather jacket with the Italian style zipper.

      Mandy scrambled backward, the butt of her perfectly worn-in jeans landing in wet, cold slush as the skunk filled the air with its scent, stinging her eyes.

      She gagged and choked as she whipped a handful of heavy slush at the skunk, sending it hustling for the protection of a nearby shrub. Between gags she spit out, “You know how much this outfit cost? I’ll never be able to wear it again, you stinky beast!”

      She stalked deeper into the square, hiding behind bushes when she could, her stinging eyes streaming. She was going to get fired. Nobody wanted a gag-inducing, smelly waitress delivering their food. She was going to get evicted from her apartment above the flower shop for the same stinky reason. She was going to reek into next week, if not the rest of her life.

      Without her job at Benny’s Big Burger, the highest tipping restaurant in town, she’d be exactly nothing. She’d officially become a small town nobody waiting for true love to come along and save her from a humiliatingly lonely and meaningless existence.

      She would do anything to avoid that. Anything.

      She slipped through the quiet downtown at a light jog, unable to outrun her smell, thankful the majority of the town was still at the church. She had about two minutes to make it to safety before the streets filled again, and the ‘closed due to wedding’ signs disappeared from store doors.

      Turning onto Plum Street, she headed for the one person who could help her. The one person who had stood by her through the years, and through the ups and downs of pursuing her ex. Frankie.

      Everyone believed she’d been leading on her friend ever since he fell off the water tower while painting her name on it all those years ago—and earning himself the nickname Frankie-Fall-Off-The-Tower-Smith—but they had an agreement. They were just friends. And always would be. Nothing more.

      She banged on the back door to his ancient, three-room cottage with the cedar shake roof and cracked clapboard siding. Frankie’s dog, Heart, sounded the alarm on the other side of the door. It opened, then quickly slammed shut again.

      “Mandy! What!?” Frankie hollered from inside.

      She turned the knob and pushed. “Frankie, you’ve gotta help me. Please?”

      “Stay out there!” His voice sounded odd, like he was plugging his nose despite being separated from her by a slab of wood.

      Teary-eyed, Mandy gave the warped door a shove. The lock clicked into place and the sound of Frankie scrambling on the other side sifted through. She slumped onto the small step.

      Now what? The way her eyes stung, she wasn’t sure she’d ever smell like herself—vanilla—again. She couldn’t go home or her apartment would reek for weeks. She couldn’t go to the store to buy skunk-scent cleaning agents: she’d asphyxiate all the poor little old ladies doing their Saturday morning shopping. She needed Frankie to hose her down in the privacy of his fenced backyard.

      She moaned, thunking her head against the closed door as she tipped it back. “My brothers will never let me live this down.”

      If her older brothers, Devon and Ethan, found out she got sprayed and then caught a whiff of skunk lingering in the town square, they would put two and two together. They would know where she had been and why. In other words, they would mock her patheticness until her dying day.

      This would definitely top teenaged Frankie falling off the tower while declaring his crush on her.

      The door at her back opened, and she caught herself before tumbling inside. Her friend was in a pair of old sweats and a ripped T-shirt he usually reserved for renovating his small home. He carried an former drywall mud pail and a large shopping bag, his jaw set with determination.

      “Follow me.” He pointed to the garage out back where he rebuilt muscle cars.

      Mandy followed him at a distance, watching how he moved, his movements efficient and with purpose. His dark hair brushed his collar as a breeze played with it, and the slight hitch in his gait hinted at the pins and rod that had been put in his leg after his fall off the tower.

      Pausing at the garage door, Frankie grinned and clipped a clothespin over his nose. He shoved open the door and drew her inside. “Let’s see what we can do about your new outdoorsy perfume.”

      Mandy looked in Frankie’s bucket of supplies as she passed him the doorway. She held up a small bottle of juice he used to mix with cheap beer when his next paycheck was still a week away. “Clamato?”

      He shrugged, the clothespin sliding off his nose. His eyes began to water from her scent, although he acted as if it didn’t bother him.

      “You’re supposed to bathe in tomato juice or peroxide, and that’s the best I have.”

      Mandy looked at it hopelessly. Her voice wobbled as she said, trying for humor, “I’m going to smell like clams.”

      “You can pretend you took a trip to the sea.” He gave her a wink and set down the pail, uncapping the tomato juice. He poured it in, barely covering the surface of the pail’s bottom. They both peered at it doubtfully. Frankie tapped the upturned bottle. “I think we’re going to need about eighty of these.”

      They looked at each other and started to laugh. Near tears, Mandy plunked herself on the cold concrete floor amid the oil stains and fine layer of grit. She leaned against the lime green 1969 Dodge Challenger Frankie was currently rebuilding for a client in the city.

      Frankie crouched in front of her with a washcloth dripping tomato juice. “Come here.” Gently, he tipped her face up, dabbing her forehead. “We’ll need to wash your hair and probably burn your clothes.”

      Mandy fought tears. She’d worked two weeks worth of extra shifts to buy this outfit. It was one of her favorites, and it always made her feel good when her confidence was flagging. She’d miss this ensemble more than she’d care to admit.

      She let out a loud sigh, supposing it was divine retribution for dressing up in her best to be ready with her arms outstretched in case her ex was unable to say, “I do.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss M,” Frankie said, his voice tender.

      She tried to nod and burst into tears. How could she be so pathetic? Why couldn’t she be that confident, independent woman everyone seemed to think she was?

      Frankie rubbed her back. “You went to watch despite your promise not to, didn’t you?”

      She nodded again, crying harder. He drew her into his arms and held her close. He smoothed her hair. “Why do you do this to yourself, Miss M?”

      She tried to push him away, but he hugged her even tighter. Through a throat thick with tears, she said, “I’ll make you stink.”

      “Yup.”

      She felt a rush of emotion for her best friend and slipped from his grip, swiping at her wet cheeks.

      Frankie handed her a towel from the shopping bag. “You can use this to cover yourself as you bathe. I’m going to zip out and get more juice. I threw an outfit in there for you to change into once you’re clean.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

      He paused, his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll say that Heart got after a skunk.”

      Mandy gave him a grateful smile and turned the red-soaked cloth over in her hands, eyes welling with gratitude. “Thanks.”

      He returned her smile, and she felt a whoosh in her gut. He was always so good to her, and half the time she felt as though she didn’t deserve him. Sure, she was a good friend, too, but sometimes she wondered why he put up with her chasing another man when he’d made it clear over the years that he was willing to pick up where their first—and only—date had left off. Even though it had ended in the emergency room.

      Frankie stepped closer, a look in his eyes that made her tense. “Why can’t you see it?” he asked, his voice quiet.

      “See what?” she asked cautiously.

      He came closer again. “That you could have anything you wanted.”

      Mandy stood and crossed her arms. They’d had this conversation before, and she knew exactly where he was going with it. “Frankie, what you want and what you need are two different things.”

      “We’re talking about you. And you’ve got to start giving yourself some credit.” He cupped her chin and leaned closer, full of intensity. “You are so much more than you know.”

      “Frankie,” she said, a raw edge to her voice that sounded a lot like longing. She tipped her head down, unable to look at him, breaking his gentle grip on her chin. She tried to ignore the way his proximity was making the blood rushing through her body go extra tingly.

      She swallowed hard and looked up. “Anyone would be lucky to have you. You’re a catch. You know that.”

      He crouched beside her and she discovered she couldn’t seem to look away. “The same could be said about you,” he whispered.

      He shot her that goofy, crooked grin that always made her want to comply with whatever kooky idea he had. More than once she’d found herself racing across the nearby alpine meadow track in her 4x4, trying to outdo one of his muscle cars after he’d shot that grin in her direction. He knew it was her weakness.

      He slowly leaned in and, when she hesitated to move away, he placed his lips gently over hers. He gave her a deep kiss that awakened parts of her that had been dormant for a very long time.

      It felt good. Too good.

      She broke the kiss and stood up. With shaking legs she moved to the other side of the car. The Charger sat between them, its cold frame protecting her from the mistake she was so very tempted to make. Frankie placed his hands on the hood and stared at her with a familiar determination she knew would win out against her own if given the chance.

      She panicked. Panicked like her truck had lost its brakes on Bear’s Pass. Except there was no runaway lane to save her before she went flying over the edge and let herself fall for the one man who really, truly mattered in her life.

      He knew she’d felt the power of that kiss.

      Her voice crept up a few octaves as she said, “I can’t do this with you, Frankie. I can’t. I can’t ruin this. I depend on our friendship. And I…” I’m not good enough for you. I’m not strong enough. If I lose you there’ll be nothing left of me.

      “We’re not done here, Miss M.” There was that same look of determination again. “I’ll be kissing you again.” He tapped the Charger’s shiny surface. “And again. And again. So brace yourself.” He turned on his heel and strode out, slamming the door in his wake.
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      Mandy inhaled deeply, on guard for any whiff of skunk. She shrugged out of her fleece jacket and straightened her uniform. Polyester. Could there be anything worse? She twisted back and forth on Frankie’s porch, checking her reflection in the side window.

      The door swung open and Heart bounded out, ball in mouth. He nudged Mandy’s hand, releasing the damp toy so she could throw it across the yard. She gave it a toss and he raced after it, his black tail whipping the air as he skidded past the ball. He snagged the ball and tore back to the step.

      Frankie rubbed his eyes and blinked. Mandy waved her bare arm near his nose. “Do I still smell?”

      He shrugged.

      “What does that mean? Am I fine?”

      After five days of not passing the sniff test, today had to be the day. She couldn’t afford more time off work.

      “I’m sick,” he said, covering his mouth as he let out a wracking cough. “Thanks for noticing.”

      Heart nudged her hand with the wet tennis ball and she took it with her fingertips. She lobbed it over the tiny house’s corner so Heart would have to run around the side garden and to the fence that separated the front and back yard, giving her more time before he returned with the slobbery toy.

      Frankie groaned. “I hate it when you do that. You know he cuts through the garden and gets muddy.”

      “Sorry. I forgot.” She eyed his pajama pants. In all the years she’d known Frankie, she couldn’t recall ever seeing him in pajamas with his hair all mussed up—it was actually kind of cute and caused her mind to run down all sorts of forbidden avenues.

      She took a step away from him. It had been awkward last week when he’d come back from the store with enough tomato juice to drown her. He’d handed her the juice and left the garage, not even helping her wash her long hair. Which was probably good. Having his fingers massage her scalp might have caused her to forget all the reasons they needed to remain in the friend zone.

      “Want me to ask Leif to send you some soup from the restaurant?” Mandy asked. There was something about the way Frankie was holding himself, like he was too tired to even stand, and that made her want to take care of him.

      He shook his head. “I’m going back to bed. Shut Heart in the garage when you go if his paws are a mess.” He began closing the door on her.

      “Wait! You always want soup. Maybe I should take you to the doctor.”

      “I’m fine,” he snapped.

      She held the door, studying him. He looked sick, but not that sick. Something was bugging him. Was it The Kiss? They hadn’t talked about it, which had been a relief. She’d been hoping they’d roll right back into the safety of the friend zone. Which, so far, they had. But today felt different. Something had shifted. He was mad, and it might be at her.

      “Oh!” She brightened as she dug around in her pocket. “I have money for the tomato juice.”

      Frankie pushed away the offered bills. “Don’t worry about it.”

      She tucked the cash into the neck of his shirt and stepped back. Instead of looking pleased, he seemed even more miffed. He started to close the door, and she desperately thrust her chilled arm through the doorway’s gap. The short sleeves of her hideous uniform exposed her goose-bumped flesh in the April mountain air.

      “Do I smell? The skunk burned out my olfactory system and I can’t smell anything anymore, and I don’t want my uniform to take on the smell if I do still smell because polyester never lets go of smells, and then I would smell like this forever but I have to go back to work today. I can’t stay off sick any longer and I think I just said ‘smell’ about twenty times.” She gave him her best please-help-me-look and shifted nervously on his front step. “Please? Will you smell me? Please, Frankie?”

      Frankie gripped her arm with both hands, holding it level. Meeting her eye, he narrowed his own in a way that left her spooked. He slowly inhaled his way up her arm, tearing her nerves apart, making her body tremble.

      Way too intense. Way too sexy. Way too full of promise.

      “Frankie…” She breathed his name and caught herself leaning in, longing to touch him. She jerked her arm away and zipped it back into her fleece jacket, avoiding his gaze. “You should go back to bed. You don’t look well.”

      Frankie turned away to cough. “You smell like vanilla.”

      “Yeah?”

      “A thousand tomatoes lost their lives for a good cause,” he said without his usual humor. “I declare you cured.”

      Relief poured through her. Frankie was back to joking. Now the tension that had edged between them over the past few days could melt away, right? Kind of like the pain over Oz marrying someone else? That had melted surprisingly fast.

      She was still miffed, of course. At herself as well as at him, but it didn’t hurt.

      Frankie was looking at her as though he wanted to say something.

      “I’ll bring you soup later!” Heart had bounded up, paws muddy, ball in mouth, and a look of hope on his doggy face. Mandy snagged his collar, directing him in a half-circle, his paws dropping clumps of mud as she aimed them both toward the garage.

      Just because the relationship door with Oz had closed, it didn’t mean she needed another one to open.
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      At Benny’s Big Burger, a sit-down restaurant despite its fast food sounding name, Mandy slipped in the back door. She cringed as she shrugged off her jacket, the skin on her arms tender after days of obsessive exfoliating, her body still vibrating from Frankie’s surprisingly erotic sniff-test.

      She shook off the tingles that seemed to be multiplying at the thought of Frankie, and quickly checked herself over in the staff room mirror before reapplying lip gloss.

      These pants. She hated these pants. What on earth had Benny been thinking, giving them uniforms? This wasn’t some awful fast-food chain, it was a real restaurant and the wait staff should be wearing black pants and white shirts of their choosing. Not this mandated fashion atrocity. She unbuttoned the top few buttons on her shirt, exposing a hint of cleavage. She adjusted her push-up bra and smoothed her shirt. She had lost wages to make up for and a little cleavage guaranteed at least an extra five bucks an hour in tips from the middle-aged coffee crowd, due to arrive soon.

      Gloria bustled into the room, bringing a blast of cool, fresh air and cigarette smoke with her.

      “Well, howdy do! Look at you. Feeling all better, are you?” she asked, shoving her bulky coat down on a hook. “Glad you stayed away, ’cause whatever you had, I don’t want it.”

      Mandy dabbed at some wayward gloss with the tip of her index finger. “Did I miss anything?” She obviously hadn’t missed the opportunity to loll around at home for days on end, replaying all the ways her life had gone wrong since graduating from high school.

      “Did you ever!” Gloria dropped herself onto a chair, which Mandy was certain would someday soon give out from the daily abuse and send Gloria sprawling. The woman, using both hands, heaved off her boots, plunking them onto the floor before snatching her stretched-out shoes from under a broken table. “You missed Mary Alice’s birthday bash.”

      Mary Alice’s parties usually led to enough in tips that she could come away with at least one item from her favorite designer’s sample sale in the city. Last year, she’d found a lovely calfskin handbag and the leather jacket—which she’d had to bury in a dumpster after last week’s skunk incident.

      “Mary Alice got in the rum.”

      Poop and double poop. Oh, karma was a cruel little biddy. Rum equaled a significant uptick in tips.

      Gloria nudged Mandy out from in front of the mirror so she could begin the daily process of fluffing up her hair and tsking at it as if the sounds would somehow transform her bad haircut into something better.

      “Don’t worry, there’s always next year. Besides, it’s not like you don’t have enough clothes, anyway.”

      Mandy sat down and sighed. Another year. Another three hundred and sixty-five days of the same-old same-old. She’d end up here forever like Gloria, or even worse, like her mom, who had nothing but a brain-dead job and her soap operas.

      Mandy watched Gloria fuss with her hair and tried not to stare at how the pinched uniform stretched over the woman’s serious junk in the trunk.

      “Gloria, is that the same uniform Benny gave you when you first started?”

      Gloria smoothed her hands over her hips. “Still fits, fifteen years after the fact!”

      “What do you think about black pants with a white shirt instead of a uniform?”

      Gloria turned to face Mandy. “And why would we want that?”

      “Because, um, well, we could wear whatever we wanted and mix it up a bit. Aren’t you tired of wearing the same thing?” She stood and rubbed the thinning material of Gloria’s sleeve.

      The waitress let out a laugh and began her ritual of applying way too much lipstick, then paused to scrunch up her nose. “Can you smell that? Smells like skunk. You can still smell it in the square, too. I tell you, if they made a perfume with that kind of staying power, I’d buy it in a heartbeat. Think of all the money you’d save if you only had to apply it once every two weeks.”

      Mandy slowly tucked her arms at her sides and eased away. Evidently, even Frankie had lost the ability to smell skunk. He probably smelled it everywhere, like she did. And now, here she was. Out in public, stinking up the place.

      Gloria reached into her shirt and adjusted her bra strap before going back to stabbing at her lips with bright red. She met Mandy’s eye in the mirror. “You know, wearing our own clothes to work is a bad idea. I fought for these uniforms. When you have kids of your own, you’ll be thanking me.”

      A pause for another couple of jabs and stabs with the lipstick.

      “Polyester cleans up nice and easy and dries fast. White shirts are awful. You’d go through five of ’em a month because of stains. Plus, cotton needs to be ironed and never looks as crisp as these.” She shot Mandy a warning look and capped her lipstick. “It’s a single mother’s blessing. That’s what a uniform is. Free clothes to wear forty hours a week.”

      She pointed her lipstick at Mandy. “I know you have Benny’s ear, but don’t you go and try to sway him on this one or you’ll have me on your tail.” She waited, eyebrows raised, until Mandy sighed and tossed her hands in the air to show her resignation.

      Seriously, though. The single mother card? Gloria’s only child was an adult.

      “Fine. Maybe we can update the mismatched décor instead.” Realizing that she’d likely released skunk scent with her sudden move, he hustled from the room.

      How was it that this life, which had seemed perfectly fine a week ago, now felt stifling, unfulfilling and boringly predictable?

      She flicked on the dining room’s lights and cruised the large room of mismatched tables and chairs, eyes peeled for sticky fingerprints on chairs, spilled salt, and the like. Gritting her teeth, she noted that all the sugar and salt shakers were low. Napkin holders—ditto. Why was she the only one who made sure those kinds of details were taken care of? No wonder Benny paid her a little extra per hour. The place would fall apart without her.

      And where was Gloria’s pride? How could she act so satisfied with being a small town waitress and nothing more?

      Mandy plucked three sticky menus from the pile and smacked them on the counter. She bent over and sucked in a couple of deep breaths, wondering where her sudden, body-shaking anger had come from.

      She would never allow herself to become like Gloria.

      And she would never, ever become her mother.

      She felt like she was in a knockdown fight for her life, and that it would be worth the energy and struggle, because she was not going to become a small-town nobody. She would do more with her job. Become a true manager, or even do something bigger. Just like she had when Oz, her high school sweetheart, had dumped her the first time.

      Oz.

      That greedy, selfish man.

      Eight years.

      Eight long years of leading her on and then dumping her. How had she let herself get sucked into thinking it was real? That he loved her? And worse—that his love could somehow be enough to fill the hole she felt inside?

      She took another angry breath.

      What kind of man did that to a woman?

      And what kind of woman allowed it to happen?

      And why was she wishing she’d taken a chance on Frankie instead?
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      Mandy splashed cool water on her face and pushed through a few cleansing breaths.

      Much better.

      Okay, not at all.

      She was a blink away from slipping down the slope into Gloria’s life or her mom’s, and she didn’t have a clue what to do about it. It was an okay life, but she wanted more.

      And why did Frankie keep popping into her mind at the worst moments? He was just a friend. A friend she’d let kiss her in a moment of weakness. That was it, that was all. One moment of weakness that could ruin everything.

      She shoved her way out of the restroom and took another deep breath, steeling herself as she returned to the dining room. She needed to pull up her polyester pants and find a way to return the color to her own cheeks.

      There was still lots of time to make something of herself. All she had to do was figure out what she wanted and go for it. Frankie thought she was brave and strong. Maybe it was time to start believing him instead of her own limiting thoughts.

      She forced a smile, hoping her brain would get the message and order up a trainload of dopamine to lighten her mood. She snatched the sugar shakers off the empty tables, trundling them to the small table near the front doors and register.

      First step: carry on as if nothing was wrong.

      Second step: keep her eyes and ears open for a way to become something more.

      Anything more. Greedily more.

      Third step: find the confidence to pursue it.

      She took a deep breath and uncapped a row of sugar shakers. What she really needed to do was completely dissolve the awkward business between her and Frankie.

      Oh, but that kiss. Her eyelids fluttered shut as she lightly touched her neck, remembering the intensity of emotion that had swept through her when they’d connected. How had Frankie done that to her with one short, small, should-have-been inconsequential kiss?

      Someone banged on the window beside her and she jumped as if she’d been goosed.

      Her mother waved as she walked by, laughing at Mandy’s expression.

      She must have looked ridiculous daydreaming about Frankie. She needed to get a grip. She was sliding down the slippery road of having totally inappropriate daydreams where she was enjoying her best friend’s body in a more-than-friends kind of way.

      Thank goodness exes didn’t get married every day, or she’d be completely out of control.

      She entered the kitchen to get sugar and salt to refill the shakers; the grills sizzling hello as Leif prepped them for opening.

      “Hey!” she called.

      “Mandy! You’re back.” Leif, a former police officer who’d decided he’d rather have the stress of running a kitchen than dealing with bad guys, came over and gave her a quick, one-armed hug. His cologne just about choked her while his barrel chest threatened to knock her back out of his embrace. At least he wouldn’t be able to catch her scent over his own.

      “Gloria was gloating about you missing a big tip night.”

      “Yeah, she already got in her digs.”

      He glanced at her, raising his eyebrows at her exposed cleavage. “Well, you should make up for the lost time.”

      Mandy gave him a playful smack on the shoulder, feeling sheepish that her motives were so transparent.

      He laughed, moving back to the protection of his grill. “You’re so cute when you get embarrassed.”

      Mandy put her fists on her hips. “It’s a woman’s right to flirt…and stuff.”

      “I never said anything!” He raised his hands in defense.

      Mandy flashed him a smile she knew he’d clock as fake, and turned on her heel. After grabbing the jug of sugar off a nearby shelf, she headed out of the kitchen. She dumped herself into the chair in front of the sugar shakers and sighed.

      If her methods were that obvious, why did they still work? Did people feel sorry for her?

      She brushed away her worries, knowing Leif had years of training and experience that allowed him to read people as easily as his ABCs. That was all. It wasn’t a big deal to flirt to get what you wanted. Businessmen had their boys’ clubs and women had flirting and cleavage, right?

      She could use a backup plan, though. She wouldn’t be young forever.

      When Oz dumped her—the first time—she’d landed this job. Over the years she’d learned the ropes of running the place. Now she did the weekly deposits, the cash register receipts, and lately, even some of the food ordering. But what was left? Where was there for her to go from here? What was in Blueberry Springs other than this?

      Unable to clear her mind, she set to work filling her row of sugar containers before recapping them all and starting on the next line.

      Gloria plopped herself into the chair across from her and let out a gusty breath. “Woo. I’m all out of breath. Make sure you get the right white stuff in the right shaker there, Mandy.”

      “Ha-ha.” One mistake seven years ago…

      Mandy pushed half the glass dispensers across the table. “Make yourself useful.”

      Gloria laughed. “Is that you asking for help?”

      “Gloria,” Mandy said, barely refraining from rolling her eyes, “it’s our job.”

      “Admit it. You’re asking for help, Little Miss Mandy-Do-It-All-Herself.” Gloria’s voice and eyes danced and Mandy resisted the urge to shower the woman in sugar.

      Gloria crossed her arms on the table and leaned forward. “Soooo?”

      Mandy wished a customer would come in and demand she describe every item on the menu and whether or not it contained common allergens or gluten, because she knew exactly where this conversation was heading. And unless there was a lengthy distraction, there was no way to avoid it.

      Mandy finished filling the row and began capping them again, keeping her focus off Gloria. “What’s Amber up to these days?”

      The mother paused for one wonderful, blessed, quiet second. “She’s found a good man, it seems.”

      “You must be happy, then,” Mandy said, luring Gloria into talking more about the subject she loved most—her daughter’s love life.

      “Yes. Quite happy. A newscaster in the city, you know.”

      Mandy raised her eyebrows and nodded, encouraging her to continue. “Very cool. What’s he like?”

      Gloria shrugged. “Haven’t met him.” She reached over and stilled Mandy’s hands, which were rapidly twisting lids back onto the last of the sugars. “But how about you? How are you holding up?”

      “I’m great.” Mandy stood. If great meant having your high school sweetheart dump you after a zillion years, right when everyone else was stepping up to the altar. So now you were unfashionably single in a town that valued marriage. Oh, and you constantly reminded and berated yourself over a stupid fake pregnancy stunt because you were afraid to let him go.

      Everyone had seen through it, too.

      But the worst—aside from the obvious humiliation—was that when, just a few years ago, she’d finally felt as though she was getting the hang of her new single life, he’d broken up with his fiancée, Beth. Then he’d had the gall to hint that maybe the two of them had had it right all those years ago. She’d fallen for the kiss he’d given her in the square, her hopes skyrocketing. Like a fool, she’d slipped right back into believing it was real.

      Of course, he’d sloughed her off like the big mistake she truly was so he could turn around and get back together with Beth. After Mandy had helped him fix his life.

      He’d thanked Mandy for giving him perspective.

      Yes, perspective.

      More humiliation served up cold.

      Her skin crawled at the thought of what the town must have been whispering behind her back.

      “You sure don’t look great,” Gloria stated bluntly. She tapped her forehead as though she was turning on her ESP or something. “A mother knows.”

      Mandy laughed despite herself. “You’re not my mother.”

      “Your mother wouldn’t know you had a problem unless you came right out and told her. And I’m guessing your pride is too big for those britches. No, that woman shut down the day your daddy moved across town to live with Rubber Tits and nobody’s been able to jumpstart her ever since.”

      Mandy let out a guffaw, loving how the infuriating woman could break any mood she was in. Maybe that was why she’d kept coming back to this job even though, in a lot of ways, she’d topped out.

      “What?” Gloria asked. “Just because she’s my cousin, you think I don’t know fake boobs when I see ’em?” Gloria shot her a disgusted look. “Look. You need to go all Taylor Swift and shake it off.”

      “You know who Taylor Swift is?”

      “Of course I do. She’s always on the radio.” Her expression grew thoughtful. “You know…if you and Frankie are going to make something of your friendship and those long looks you give each other—”

      “We’re just friends, Gloria.”

      “—remember that he’s an anomaly. He’s got lotsa courage when it comes to romance, but it outnumbers his self-preservation skills. He didn’t get that tower nickname for nothin’.”

      Mandy shoved away from the table, feeling the sting of guilt for Frankie’s scary fall, the slice of fear that was always present when she thought of that night and how close he could have come to dying.

      “We’re not going to become more than friends.”

      Gloria laughed. “You sure? The two of you are always looking at each other like you’re wishing you were in bed together! One slip up and it’s game over!”
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        * * *

      

      Mandy, still feeling hot all over at the idea that she looked at Frankie like she wanted to bed him and that one slip up could make it all happen, eased her way into the dining room with a stack of menus she’d de-goobered.

      She’d all but run away after Gloria’s proclamation. The woman was nuts. She saw stuff that obviously wasn’t true.

      She and Frankie… They’d never.

      Would they?

      And why was she trying to imagine what it might be like?

      “You finished your little snit?” Gloria asked without looking up from the salt shakers.

      “I’m not having a snit. And you need glasses.” Mandy popped the menus back in the stack next to the pizza-by-the-slice display and stuck out her tongue.

      Gloria laughed, a loud and hearty sound. “And you need to take off your blinders.”

      “Gloria,” Mandy said impatiently. “You said it yourself. The man has no self-preservation skills.” He was a daredevil, and he scared her way more often than she liked to admit.

      “You’re a big chicken.” The woman harrumphed. “Well, if you won’t talk about Frankie, then come on over here and tell me how you’re coping with Oz getting married, because I’ll bet you this restaurant you weren’t home sick unless heartsick counts.”

      Mandy glared at Gloria and worked on tilting the window shades so the streaming morning sun wouldn’t blind customers. “Ten minutes ’til we open. We need to restock the napkins since nobody seemed to notice how low they got while I was gone.”

      Gloria slowly screwed the lid on a shaker, and Mandy could feel the woman’s prying eyes.

      “Better find a man to look after you, Mandy.”

      “Who says I need a man?”

      “You don’t want to end up a waitress all your life.”

      Mandy’s steps faltered. “I won’t be.”

      Gloria leaned forward like a cougar assessing its prey, all ears and unblinking attention, waiting to go in for the kill. “So? Whatcha gonna be, then?”

      Mandy breathed hard, as though she was suddenly in the middle of a passionate fight with a lover. “I’m going to open my own place.”

      Oh, no. No, no, no. Where had that come from? She couldn’t do that. She didn’t have the money. Didn’t have the skills, and she could never compete against Benny—the man who’d taught her so much about the business.

      Gloria boomed out peals of laughter, her hands resting on her stomach. “Are you, now? Well, then. Tell me what Benny thinks of that!”

      “He’ll support me,” Mandy said, with conviction she must have borrowed from one of her mother’s soap opera characters because it certainly didn’t feel real. “Or maybe I’ll go into catering. Make lunches for Jen’s outdoor excursions.”

      There was an idea. Her friend, Jen Kulak, had been running hikes, camping trips, and the like through the town’s sporting goods store. She could probably use snacks and meals for her clients. Although her friend’s budding business would need to grow a heck of a lot more in order to support Mandy. “Or open a bakery.”

      Gloria’s laughter got even louder.

      “What? My brownies win a blue ribbon each year at the fall fair.”

      The idea of her running her own business wasn’t that ridiculous, was it?

      She could totally do it.

      Probably.

      The issue was finding a viable business option. She liked Blueberry Springs, but the options here were about as plentiful as oranges on an apple tree. But maybe that was all she had to do—just reach and pluck something new from that tree. And if it was out of reach, then maybe she just had to get up on her toes and stretch a little.

      For all she knew, Benny was waiting for her to take over this place so he could retire. He had all his rental properties around town bringing in income. He probably didn’t even need his restaurant.

      “Where you gonna get that kind of cash and brains?” Gloria asked, still watching Mandy, her task forgotten. “You’re gonna have to sell your truck and your wardrobe.”

      Mandy frowned. She and Frankie had poured months—no, years—into souping up her machine. It was finally where she wanted it to be, and it had so many great memories wrapped up in it. There was no way she could sell it.

      And as for her wardrobe? An embarrassing sum had gone into proving she was no longer that Mattson kid with worn out hand-me-downs from her brothers.

      Darn those designer sales in the city. She might look well-dressed, but her savings weren’t where they should be for a woman nearing thirty.

      “Why don’t you buy one of those fast-food chain places?” Gloria suggested. “I bet even you could run one of them.”

      Mandy shot her a glare, but the wheels started turning.

      “Or,” Gloria offered, “just ask Benny to give up this place.”

      “I just might.”

      Gloria hooted with laughter, almost knocking herself out of her chair.

      Mandy glared at Gloria, then strode toward Benny’s office.
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        * * *

      

      Mandy forced herself not to chicken out. She raised her fist to knock on Benny’s office door, but just before her knuckles rapped against the thin wood, she drew back. If the door was closed, he was trying to catch up on paperwork. She shouldn’t disturb him.

      She turned away. She shook her head. No. She’d sat around long enough, waiting for someone else to make her life into something bigger.

      Flicking her hair over her shoulder, she turned back and raised her fist again. No regrets.

      The door opened as she went to bang against it, and she had to step forward to steady herself.

      “Oops.” Benny squeezed her upper arms, catching her. “Good to see you feeling better.” His nose wrinkled slightly and Mandy panicked, backing away.

      She put a hand on her forehead. “Actually, I think I need to—”

      “I’m embarrassed to admit, but things fell apart while you were away.” Still holding her by the arm, Benny drew her into his office. “It’s different when you go on vacation and I have time to prepare.” He offered her a spot on the couch against the wall. “You do a lot around here, Mandy.”

      She perched on the edge of the low couch and clenched her shaking hands together. Benny sat at his desk, elbows propped on the surface as he leaned forward. He studied her in a way that said he had things on his mind. Almost as if he’d overheard her with Gloria…

      No, no. He couldn’t have. His office door had been closed and, last she checked, he couldn’t read minds.

      Her doubts began to wriggle their way into her mind. There was nothing wrong with who she was. She enjoyed her job, and she was good at it. And, after tips, the money was decent. She was just experiencing life turbulence, that was all. She couldn’t ask this man if he wanted to hand his pride and joy—his livelihood—over to her.

      “You’re exceptional, to be honest,” Benny said, “and I can’t expect everyone to go above and beyond like you do.”

      “Oh.”

      “And like I said, over the past few days, I’ve realized how much you do and how much we all rely on you. So, I’ve come to the conclusion that you deserve a raise.”

      “Um…what?” Mandy rubbed her hands down her thighs, trying to cobble her thoughts back together from the various corners they’d scattered to like balls on a pool table.

      A raise?

      Benny passed her a paystub receipt even though it wasn’t payday. “I should have compensated you for your value sooner, so this is retro pay in the form of a bonus.”

      Mandy looked at the slip and shook her head in disbelief. There was no way she could ask him now. She stood, feeling even more confused about her life.

      Remembering her manners, she thanked him.

      Benny stood and, with a hand on her shoulder, ushered her to the door. “No, thank you.” Out of the corner of his mouth, he added, “And just so you know, nobody else is getting a raise.”

      Mandy shut herself in the staff room, tucking the receipt in her purse. She sat on the long ottoman, hands gripping the edge. Gloria was going to spill the beans on her restaurant idea, and soon Mandy’d look like a fool who spouted off dreams she could never fulfill. That she was looking to oust her boss—a man who had always been really good to her.

      Realizing the time, she popped off the ottoman and hustled into the dining room, finding Gloria still sitting, leisurely capping shakers, fine white grit surrounding her. The front door was still locked, despite the hour.

      Mandy unlocked it, welcoming in the waiting customers, settling them with fresh coffee before joining Gloria to twist on the last caps. In a low voice, she said, “You know what I was saying about opening my own place?”

      “Benny turned you down, did he?” Gloria raised a brow and said, “Good. Because you’d work me right into the ground if you were my boss. I’d have to quit and go on welfare. Or get one of those computer jobs Amber keeps talking about. And seeing as I have enough trouble finding the On button, never mind sorting out that right clicking business, I’d be out on the street in a month, anyway. Why even bother?”

      Mandy sighed and rolled her eyes. “Gloria,” she said, impatience cutting her voice. “I was just spouting off. I’m not going to take over Benny’s, and I’m not going to open my own place to compete against him, either. It’s nothing but spring fever.”

      “Too bad. It would’ve been fun to watch. And the store Frankie inherited from his grandpa would make a perfect location.” She winked. “And I’m sure he’d let you use it for nothing more than a little kiss.”
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