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      Kitchi Falls, Finger Lakes, New York

      “So why is a guy as good-looking as you not married at your age? You must be over thirty. Maybe thirty five?”

      If that was a pickup line, it needed some work.

      “Thirty three,” I said, sliding a lite beer across the bar. “And how do you know I’m not married?”

      I said it in the least flirty tone possible. Working for so many years in a bar, I’d perfected friendly over flirty, though I had a feeling this one wasn’t going to notice the difference. She was pretty enough, but that wedding ring on her finger was a no-go for me.

      “No ring,” she pointed to my hand.

      A good opening.

      “You mean like yours?” I asked.

      She glanced at her hand, the woman’s friend snickering. “Habit,” she said. “We’re separated.”

      Whether or not that was true, didn’t really matter to me. “Sorry to hear that. Can I get you anything else?”

      Realizing I wasn’t interested, she muttered, “No thanks,” and turned her attention back to her friend. During a rare few second break, I leaned on the far corner of the bar and scanned the room. A couple of guys on the dart board. The Grado’s playing pool. No sign of trouble.

      “What’s the shit-eating grin for?”

      I pushed myself away from the bar and headed to where Marco Grado stood.

      “Night before Thanksgiving and no sign of a fight yet,” I said in greeting. “Marco.” Then to his brother. “Cos.”

      I shook both of their hands. “I can’t remember the last time there was a fight in here,” Cosimo said. He was the eldest of the Grado siblings, all of whom now owned one of our most popular local wineries since their parents retired last year.

      “I can, three years ago on this very night. Puts me on edge.”

      “You could always hire a bouncer,” Cos suggested.

      Marco leaned forward across the bar, trying to wrap his hand around my bicep. “Are you kidding me? Look at that thing. I could lift three times a day and still wouldn’t have arms like that. What does he need a bouncer for?” Marco sat back in his seat. “Though you could use a manager. Maybe take a day off every once in a while?”

      “Nah,” I grabbed a beer for the mayor’s son who sat next to Cosimo. Despite the fact that I owned the bar, general store, two apartment complexes in town and a slew of other properties, this was my favorite of them all. I liked being around people. Owning the hometown bar was like getting paid to hang out with my friends.

      “This from a guy who works seven days a week.”

      Marco had stopped listening. Instead he watched his girlfriend play pool. I waved my hand in front of his face.”

      “Hello? Earth to Marco?”

      “Sorry about that? What were you saying?”

      Cos and I exchanged a look. Marco didn’t seem inclined to apologize. “I was watching Rae shoot pool. Need I say more?”

      “You guys are slammed tonight,” Cos said looking around the room as I grabbed another beer from the cooler.

      “Thanksgiving eve,” I said.“But this pretty packed.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Marco asked.

      “Could be the tourism board’s new push,” I answered. “You think?” As we talked, Marco’s gaze went back to the pool table. He was clearly head over heels for Rachel. Good for him. Marco, all of the Grado brothers, were lucky guys. They’d found ‘the one.’

      “Man, he has it bad,” I said to Cos who repeated my question to his brother.

      “Could be,” Marco finally answered. “But it looks like a lot of locals here to me. Just the holiday, I guess.”

      “Speaking of the holiday rush, I can’t believe Devine.” I said. One look at Marco’s face was all I needed to know about the long-time bakery’s closing. Cos seemed just as guilty. “What the hell are you two of you not telling me?”

      “Nothing,” Cos said, unconvincingly.

      “What?” I prodded.

      “He’ll know soon enough,” Cos muttered to Marco.

      Marco looked me straight in eye. “We may have the inside scoop on Devine’s buyer.”

      “Who is it?”

      “An out-of-towner.”

      “Ah, great,” I waved at a regular who was leaving the bar. “Someone who has no idea what Devine means to this community. Just what we need.”

      With my bartenders slammed, I fetched another round for a group at the end of the bar and made my way back to the boys.“Ok, spill.”

      “Ahh, not so quick. How about another clue?” Marco asked, the ball-buster that he was.

      “You are such an asshole,” Cos said it, so I didn’t have to. “It’s⁠—”

      “Eh eh,” Marco interrupted. “Make him work for it.”

      “How about I make you work for your next beer?” I nodded to Marco’s near-empty glass.

      “Just one more hint. Ok two. It’s a woman who knows a lot about running a family business.”

      “A woman.” I darted to the end of the bar, cashed out a couple, and tried to think of who he hinted at. “Your sister? Sister-in-law?”

      “No, but you’re close.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Cos leaned forward, elbows on the bar. “Lusanne.”

      It was as if Cosimo had just whacked me in the chest. No wonder they hadn’t wanted to tell me. Lusanne DeLuca was their cousin.

      And for me, the one that got away.

      “Are you kidding me?” I asked, knowing they wouldn’t joke about that.

      “You ok, man?” Cos asked.

      “Yeah. Yeah. I’m ok.”

      In a daze, I noticed Marco’s girlfriend return from the pool game. But I wasn’t really seeing any of them. Instead, I saw my hand running up Lusanne’s thigh as she moved above me. The feel of her backside cupped in my hands. The way she looked at we as we made love, as if I was the only man in the world for her.

      “Sorry man. I was just messing around,” Marco interrupted my thoughts.

      Back to earth loverboy.

      “No, no. It’s fine. No big deal. I’m. . . I’m glad it’s staying in the family, so to speak. Like you said, she knows how to run a small-town business. I’m just surprised she’s leaving her family.”

      “You sure you’re alright?” Cos was still looking at me.

      Forcing a smile, I said, “Absolutely. Next round is on the house.”

      I didn’t hear the rest of their conversation as a round of “thanks yous’ were tossed my way. In fact, now seemed like the perfect time to make my escape for a few minutes. I had to get away, to think.

      Lusanne DeLuca.

      Coming to Kitchi Falls.

      Were my prayers being answered or was I being pushed for something terrible I’d done?

      I supposed I’d be finding out soon enough.
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      “Please don’t cry, Lus. You know I can’t handle that.”

      For all his bravado, my brother really was a big teddy bear. He looked positively ready to jump out the car window.

      “Ok, ok,” I said, waving again as I’d done a hundred times. Seeing my whole family stand there on the sidewalk, it was just too much. I turned around, pulled out a tissue and wiped my tears.

      The familiar streets of Bridgewater whizzed past, and for the millionth time I wondered if I was doing the right thing. “You think this is a good idea?”

      “You really want me to answer that again?”

      I didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I do.”

      My brother might only be two years older than me, both of us under thirty, but he had good business instincts. We all did, being raised with our parents’ pizza business that was, incredibly, now closed as of two days ago.

      Gian sighed. “Let’s do this again. The shop is closed. Mom and dad are only staying in PA part-time anyway. Bridgewater isn’t the place to start a new business. We have family in Kitchi Falls and you found the perfect established business. Plus, you’ve always gone on about not wanting long night hours so now you’ve got early morning ones. It was a fair price, the area is booming and,” Gian pretended to think about something. He snapped his fingers as we turned toward the highway. “Oh yeah, you already bought the place. So second guessing now is pretty much useless.”

      He was being a smart ass, but in a strange way, Gian made me feel better too. “You’re right.”

      “Always am.”

      I ignored that. “It’s just hard to think of us all sitting around the table Thursday for Thanksgiving dinner knowing it might have been the last time.”

      “They’re not selling the house. Why would it be our last Thanksgiving together?”

      I wasn’t making any sense. Even to myself. “I don’t know. What if they fall in love with Florida and never want to come back? Or if I’m stuck in a big snowstorm and can’t get home.”

      “You really did inherit mom’s worry gene.”

      “I know,” I admitted. “I’m trying to live in the present. Just take it as it comes. But⁠—”

      “But,” Gian finished. “You’re you. Always thinking three steps ahead. Don’t apologize for it. Just cut yourself some slack, Lus.”

      To the world Gian DeLuca was a pretty boy, too good-looking for his own good, the funny guy who everyone adored, except the women who’s broken hearts he never seemed all that concerned with. But to me, he was so much more. “Thanks G.”

      “Hey,” he said as we hit I-81. “It’ll be okay. This is what you’ve always wanted. A place of your own.”

      “I know. It’s perfect,” I said of Devine Bakery. When my cousin called to tell me it was for sale, I knew exactly the place she was talking about from past visits. They were known for their cinnamon donuts, the bakery a town staple. “Thanks for driving up with me.”

      “No problem. Oh, I talked to Cos about the contractor. He’ll meet us at the shop on Monday.”

      “Oh good, thanks. I have a also meeting with one of Devine’s main suppliers in the afternoon.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. I think Cos said he’s coming at nine.”

      I’d never been so grateful Gian worked mostly from his laptop. Having him there to get everything off the ground would be a huge comfort. “I know we talked about a grand re-opening. Should we nail some of that down, do you think?”

      Gian worked in marketing and was brilliant. We talked about the opening campaign for over an hour until a billboard on the side of the road jolted me out of the conversation.

      It was for a men’s cologne. And not just any cologne, but the one that, if I closed my eyes, I could still smell. Once, like a complete weirdo, I wandered over to the men’s cologne section in a store at the mall just to smell it. Which is when I knew I had a problem. It had been over a year and still I could visualize that night like it had just happened.

      “You’re getting that, ‘I need to pee’ look already,” Gian said, breaking my reviere.

      Better to guiltily admit that, yes, I already could use a pit stop than telling Gian the truth. That I’m pretty sure I fell in love that weekend last summer when we all went up to Grado Valley for Grandpa Grado’s funeral. Of all my brothers, he’d be the one I would be most likely to tell, but even Gian might think I was warped. After all, we’d gone up there for a funeral and I ended up banging a local two days after poor Grampa Grado was buried. Who does that?

      But the one-night stand wasn’t the worst of it. Losing my heart in a weekend was even more embarrassing, but to this day, I stuck to the declaration I made to my friend Evie who is one of very few people who know about that weekend.

      Owen Smith was the love of my life.

      Sounded crazy, even just saying it in my own head. And yes, maybe the mind-blowing sex clouded my judgment. But there had just just been something special between us. . .

      “Do we really need to hit this rest stop?”

      My brother probably could have made this entire trip without stopping once. Me? Not so much. “Sorry,” I said. “Afraid so.”

      “You’re lucky I like you,” Gian put on his turn signal. My bladder thanked him for it. When we parked, and I jumped out of the truck, I froze for a second, staring at the trailer. My entire life, minus my family who I’d just left in Bridgewater, was in that thing. I didn’t bring any furniture. That was already purchased and ready for delivery tomorrow in the small apartment above the bakery.

      A car horn snapped me back. I gave Gian the middle finger for scaring the crap out of me, and I headed into the rest stop.

      For better or worse, we were on our way.

      Kitchi Falls, and my new life, were waiting for me.

      Question was, would Owen be too?
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