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         Three tours overseas might have cost Clay Hawthorne a chunk of bone from his knee and the better part of his soul. But the good thing about coming back stateside after something like that was that not much could surprise a guy.

         Or at least that’s what he told himself.

         Worrying the shiny brass key between his rough fingers, he sized up the building he’d bought. Sight unseen, plucked off some real estate website: 23 Main Street, Blue Cedar Falls, North Carolina.

         It was hard to tell in the dimness of twilight, but the foundations of the old storefront looked sound enough. No big cracks in the red brick. The awning would need replacing, and the dusty glass of the big, boarded-up front window might, too.

         To either side stood little shops that were in a lot better shape. The bed-and-breakfast across the street just about shone, the fresh coat of paint on it was so bright and new.

         They weren’t any concern of his, though.

         He’d seen a lot of small towns in the year since he’d gotten back. He’d seen even more as a kid, kicking around from one foster home to another. In the end, they were all the same. Charming on the outside, but no amount of white paint could cover up the dingy parts underneath. No doubt in his mind this place would be the same.

         Yet there was still an odd prickle of hope in his chest as he approached the big wood door. Solid oak. Strong and true. He fit his key to the lock, held his breath, and pushed inside.

         He fumbled for a minute, searching blindly in the dark for a switch. He finally found it and flipped the lights on.

         With a groan of protest, a lone flickering fluorescent bulb buzzed to life overhead, and it was all he could do not to turn it right back off again.

         Rose-colored walls met him everywhere he looked. All along the top border, salmon flowers had been stamped on with a sponge. Carpet in a different shade of dusty, faded pink spread out beneath his boots. The counter had probably been white at one point, but the peeling paint had just about given up the ghost and decided to go ahead and turn pink, too.

         Well, at least now he understood why the place had been such a good deal.

         Gritty laughter bubbled up in the back of his throat. “Good grief, Bug. What have we gotten ourselves into now?”

         No one replied. No one had in a year and four weeks, and damn if he didn’t miss the voice that had always answered all his stupid questions as much today as he did the day it’d been silenced. Forever.

         This had been Bug’s dream, after all. He’d talked about it when they’d been camped under the stars in the desert and hunkered down in the blistering sun, waiting for orders outside a suspected insurgent hideout. Every time he’d told the story about the bar he was going to go home and build, Bug had added little details. Clay had chuckled and told him Sure, sure, skeptical as anything, but he’d liked the stories, no matter how many times he’d heard them.

         And the first, most central piece of Bug’s plan had been to open his bar right here where he grew up. Blue Cedar Falls, in the western mountains of North Carolina. He’d put it smack-dab in the middle of their quaint little tourist district, too—the part of town where rich people from all over the country swung through for the weekend, never to be seen again, while the regular folks who lived there felt like scenery.

         It wouldn’t be one of those trendy places with fancy wine lists and cocktails in every color of the rainbow, either.

         It’d be a real bar, serving beer and whiskey and maybe scotch if things got out of hand. With leather stools and wood paneling and the game playing on a TV in the corner. A jukebox with honest music on it—no auto-tuned crap. With voices and guitars and heartache of the kind anybody could understand.

         A bar for people who’d never had a seat at the table.

         Bug didn’t live to see his dream through. But Clay was here. Alive and breathing, if not entirely whole.

         Clenching his jaw against the twinge in his knee, he circled the perimeter of the big, pink storefront to stand in its very center. It had been a knitting shop, or maybe quilting. He didn’t know and he didn’t care.

         He sized the space up with a more careful eye. As a teen in foster care, he’d worked under the table for a handyman for a couple of years, and he knew what he was doing well enough. The carpet he could tear out. A building of this age, ten to one there’d be wood underneath, and wood he could work with. Panels would go up on the walls as easy as could be. He’d need to build the bar itself and put in lighting of some kind. A stage for local acts on Saturday nights. There’d be a couple of high-tops with stools, of course, and a few big tables with benches where real people could drink real drinks and eat real food and forget their troubles, at least for a little while.

         A lot of the details were fuzzy, but that didn’t matter. He’d figure them out. Already, he could almost smell the spilled beer and hear the rumble of laughter and conversation.

         Then he blinked.

         And yeah, those walls were still pink. The room was empty and silent as the grave. But not for long.

         “Okay, Bug.” He rubbed his hands together, then nodded to himself. “Let’s do this.”

         
              

         

         “How can they do this?”

         June Wu tossed the letter from the hospital aside and dropped her head into her hands.

         In the first thirty-two years of her life, she’d never once failed to pay a bill on time. She’d never so much as incurred a library fine.

         Now the stack of notices screaming PAST DUE barely fit in the file she secreted them away in.

         She took a deep breath and glanced around the lobby of the Sweetbriar Inn. With the exception of what sounded like a jackhammer firing away outside and the muffled din of her stepfather Ned handling the breakfast crowd down the hall, everything was silent. Confident she was alone, she picked up the letter again and reread the reminder about the anesthesiologist’s assistant’s out-of-network fee for handing the doctor a tube—or whatever this particular bill was about. The threat to turn the debt over to a collection agency made her throat constrict.

         Every time she got one of these notices, all she could see was her mother, ashen and mute and hooked up to wires and machines, doctors everywhere, nurses pushing June aside while she screamed at them to save her mom. Just save her. The sheer panic still sent ice flooding through her veins, and she had to shake herself so as not to give over to it.

         Her mom was fine. She was fine. Her family—they’d all be fine.

         Just as soon as she got these bills under control.

         She was working on getting a payment plan set up with the hospital, but everybody who had so much as laid eyes on her mother seemed to want a piece of her. She was barely treading water, and the sea of medical debt kept rising.

         At this rate, she was going to lose the inn.

         She crumpled the paper in her hand.

         Over her dead body. This inn was her family’s lifeblood. Ned had been born here, and his parents had managed it before him. It had weathered tough times in the past. No way the bank would get it under June’s watch.

         She just needed business to pick up a bit.

         She chewed at the inside of her lip. Bookings were all right for now, but ever since the new highway had opened that spring, cutting Blue Cedar Falls off from the usual flow of traffic, tourism had been trending down. Everyone on Main Street had been feeling the pinch. The last meeting of the business association had been two long hours of people going around in circles complaining.

         June had binders full of ideas for how to drum up business, but the only one she’d been able to get enough support for had been a relaunch of their classic Pumpkin Festival. Even that had been a nail-biter. People like Patty Boyd—owner of the gallery at the end of the road, current association president and de facto leader of a coalition of pearl-clutching PTA moms—and Dottie Gallagher—the eighty-year-old florist who’d been putting her nose in everyone’s business since before the Cold War—seemed determined to keep anything from changing, ever.

         Well, June would show them. Autumn was supposed to be their busiest season, but right now, it was looking like a bust. She was going to fix that. Bold new branding for the festival, a big online ad campaign, and specials going on up and down Main Street would bring people in. She was sure of it.

         Plus, there was her ace in the hole.

         Speaking of which…

         She tucked the latest notice from the hospital in the locked filing cabinet behind the desk before pulling out her phone. She dismissed a couple of notifications she could deal with later—something from her youngest sister Elizabeth and one of the chain emails her mom was so fond of sending, especially while she was still on doctor’s orders to relax and take it easy.

         She pulled up the text message thread she had going with her other sister, May, and frowned.

         May’s fast-paced, on-the-go life as a travel writer had always made her hard to get a hold of, but recently it had gotten ridiculous—at least when it came to anything that mattered. Send her a screenshot of a guilty pleasure TV show and she was there with exclamation points and commentary. Ask her if she’d booked her tickets to come down for the festival you were relaunching to try to resuscitate your hometown and keep your family out of the poorhouse?

         Crickets.

         Just for fun, June sent another, maybe slightly less than gentle nudge, along with an animated gif of a sad puppy staring pleadingly at the screen. It would probably get ignored, too, but no one could say June hadn’t tried.

         A successful Pumpkin Festival would give this year’s numbers a much-needed boost, but if June was going to keep the collection agencies at bay, she needed to think long-term. May coming in and writing a glowing article for her magazine could really expand their reach.

         She just had to get her sister back here, was all.

         Before she could get too worked up about it, footsteps echoed on the stairs heading down from the second floor. June shoved her phone in the pocket of her dress and put on her best smile as the Andersons from room thirteen headed her way. Rising to her feet, she plucked their folio from the tray beside the computer. “Checking out?” she asked brightly.

         Mr. Anderson nodded, his mouth pursed.

         Hmm.

         June walked them through their bill and ran their card, but she kept an eye on them all the while. Happy guests became repeat guests, or at least positive reviewers, and these were not happy guests.

         “Is there anything we could have done to make your stay more pleasant?” June tried.

         Mrs. Anderson rubbed her eyes and shook her head. “No, dear. Unless you have any sway with whoever’s making that racket outside.”

         “They were at it half the night, too,” her husband added.

         At precisely that moment banging sounded through the air, and June winced.

         The sale on the old quilt shop across the street had been finalized a few days ago. The Main Street rumor mill had been in a tizzy about it, too, but no one had been able to get the scoop on what was going on over there.

         Whatever it was, it was loud. The Andersons weren’t the first to complain.

         “I’m so sorry,” June started, but the Andersons waved her off. It wasn’t her fault, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want to fix it. “Let me see what I can do about taking a little something off your bill…”

         Their mood seemed to improve after that.

         Once they were gone, she sighed. No more guests were scheduled to check out this morning—though with all the noise, she’d been bracing herself for the possibility.

         Not that she had time to dwell on it.

         Double-checking that the sign inviting guests to ring the bell for service was lined up beside the candy bowl and the vase of fresh flowers she had delivered twice a week, she stepped out from behind the desk.

         Immediately, she felt freer.

         It wasn’t that she minded running the front desk, but too many hours cooped up behind it made her a little batty sometimes. A selfish part of her longed for the days when her mother had happily whiled away the days at her post there, playing mah-jongg online and reading paperback mysteries and gossiping with anyone who came through. With her mom as captain, June had been second mate, following orders and living her life. Carefree, by comparison, though she’d imagined she was stressed at the time.

         She sighed. She’d had no idea how good she’d had it back then.

         As if to taunt her for that very thought, her mother’s laughter echoed down the hall. Shaking her head fondly, June followed the sound to its usual location these days.

         The breakfast room of the inn was bustling. Delicious scents of frying bacon and fresh pancakes on the griddle filled the air as warmly as the sound of good conversation and clinking silverware and plates.

         The Sweetbriar Inn was known for miles around as one of the best bed-and-breakfasts in the western half of the state. June smiled as she picked up a carafe of coffee and started casually making the rounds of the tables. Half of them were occupied by guests, whom she greeted warmly, asking about their stay and how they were planning to spend their day—crossing her fingers they wouldn’t say anything about the odd hours her hammer-happy new neighbor seemed to keep.

         The other half were filled with locals who knew full well that the breakfasts served at the Sweetbriar Inn were just as special as their beds. They definitely said something about the sounds of construction outside, but none of them seemed to know what was going on, either.

         When her carafe was empty, she headed for the kitchen, where her stepdad had ten orders going at once.

         “Hey, June-y,” Ned said, presenting his stubbly cheek for a kiss.

         She gave one to him happily. “You doing all right back here?”

         “Just fine.” The sweat on his brow and the tired lines around his eyes told a different story, but she wasn’t going to call him out right now. Between running the kitchen, tending the grounds, and taking care of her mother, he had his hands as full as she did. As she drew back, he tilted his head toward a set of plates on the counter. “Take those to table three?”

         Of course. The sliced scallions on top of the eggs on one of the plates were a dead giveaway. “Sure thing.”

         Grabbing a tray, she loaded the plates up and headed for the big table in the corner.

         “Finally.” Her mother smiled at her approach, softening the judgment in her tone.

         As was her wont these days, Li Mei Wu sat in the cushy chair at the far end of the dining room. She was dressed in a blue and white floral blouse, a pale green jade pendant hanging from a gold chain draped across her throat. She was sixty, but her chin-length hair was still mostly black, the curls June had put in it that morning holding well. Sunny—the mean, three-legged calico cat she’d taken in—occupied her lap. A half dozen women of a certain age surrounded them.

         As soon as her mother had gotten home from the hospital, June had been on the phone trying to line up people to come by and see her. It was the only way she could think of to keep her mother from diving straight into work and setting back her recovery.

         She just hadn’t realized how out of hand it would get.

         A few friends swinging by for a chat now and then had turned into a rotating crew of them showing up for breakfast every morning. If any more of them started coming by, Ned would have to haul in another table. As it was, when they really got going, their cackles gave the jackhammer across the street a run for its money.

         Smiling at her mother’s friends, June set the tray down and started to pass out plates. Most of these women got the same thing every day, so that was easy enough. She placed the dish with the scallions in front of her mother.

         Her mom picked up her fork with her left hand, keeping her once-dominant right arm draped across Sunny’s back. With a long-suffering expression, she looked to her friends on either side of her. “Good help is so hard to find these days.”

         The slight slurring of her words had nothing to do with her subtle Chinese accent and everything to do with the lingering effects of her stroke.

         Trying not to react—because her mom loved it when she pointed out the places where her recovery needed work—June rolled her eyes, distributing the rest of the plates. “Well, when your boss goes on vacation for nine months…”

         “Only because my employee tells me I have to!”

         “Your doctor said—”

         “Doctor,” her mother scoffed. “What do they know? Your great-aunt Chung never saw a doctor her whole life. When she had stroke, she took Chinese herbs. Better in three weeks.”

         “My great-aunt Chung died when she was sixty.”

         “But so healthy until then.”

         Her mother’s best friend, Mrs. Leung, patted her hand. “No point arguing. You can’t tell children anything.” She made a tching sound behind her teeth. “My youngest, Zoe? The worst. Never listens.”

         “You know they say the same thing about you behind your back,” Ms. Smith said, smiling at June as she accepted her plate of hash and toast. She pitched her voice higher, mimicking her own kids. “Mom is so stuck in her ways. It’s like she doesn’t even know what social media is.”

         “I have all the accounts,” June’s mother insisted. “Facebook, Twitter.” Her eyes sparkled. “Ellen DeGeneres followed me back on Instagram.”

         “Of course she did, Mom.”

         Her mom put her hand to her chest. “She doesn’t believe me!”

         Mrs. Leung tutted. “Like I said, no reasoning with children.”

         “There’s no reasoning with you, either,” Ms. Smith scolded. “We could learn a thing or two from our kids if we just listened.”

         “And they could learn a thing or two from us,” Mrs. Leung insisted.

         June’s mother waved her hand dismissively. “Both sides have points. Need to meet in the middle. That’s what I always say.”

         But Mrs. Leung didn’t seem to have any interest in talking about compromise. She looked at June pointedly. “Wait until you have children of your own. Then you understand.”

         A dull ache panged behind June’s ribs.

         Right. As if that was going to happen anytime soon.

         She smiled as sweetly as she could. “I’ll report back to you if I ever do.”

         Out of the corner of her eye, she caught her mother’s slightly lopsided smile falling by a fraction.

         If June couldn’t handle Mrs. Leung’s advice about her life, she sure as heck couldn’t handle her mother’s sympathy about her lack of one.

         Guilt tugged at her, but she mumbled something about having to get back to the front desk. She didn’t meet anyone else’s gaze as she turned away.

         Fortunately, no one called after her, though she had no doubt her mom would bring it up again when they were alone. She seemed to think June could handle everything here and get out and find her soul mate.

         She waved at Ned as she passed the kitchen and headed out into the cooler, clearer, quieter air of the hall. On the way, she made a quick stop in the restroom. She locked the door behind her before dropping her head into her hands.

         The thing was that she didn’t exactly mind the fact that she had no time or energy for a personal life. Sure, she’d always wanted kids, and yeah, at thirty-two, she wasn’t what some of the older ladies would call a spring chicken anymore.

         But she had responsibilities. Her mother, Ned, the inn. The never-ending swamp of medical debt and the new highway and their terrible bookings for fall and relaunching the Pumpkin Festival and, well…everything.

         She couldn’t rely on her sisters. Elizabeth was too scatterbrained, and May was never, ever around. Ned was getting up there himself, and he’d taken on the majority of her mother’s care, not to mention pulling his usual weight with the breakfast crowd and handling most of the maintenance around the inn. The rest of it was up to June. Always had been. Ever since she’d been eight years old, fatherless and scared and with no option but to roll up her sleeves and get things done.

         It was easy for her mom to give her sad looks and harp on her that she should get out and have some fun. For now, this was her life, and it was enough.

         Whatever else she wanted for herself…Well, it would just have to wait.

         With that, she blew out a breath and stood up straight again. She checked herself over in the mirror to make sure she hadn’t smudged or rumpled anything while she was taking a moment to herself. Tucking her hair behind her ear, she plastered on a smile and tugged open the door.

         Back in the lobby, the sound of the banging outside was even louder. Scowling, she headed to the window and peeked out.

         The old quilt shop stared back at her, as boarded up and impenetrable as it had been the last time she’d tried to peer into it.

         Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out.

         The general store is out of earplugs. Can you see anything?

         June huffed a laugh. Nothing you can’t see just as well from where you are.

         Her best friend Bobbi ran the bakery next door, and the two of them had been reliving their Nancy Drew–reading days, trying to suss out the mystery of their new neighbor this week.

         What is HAPPENING? And more importantly, when will it stop???

         June smiled at her friend’s emotive texting. Then the corners of her mouth turned down.

         She glanced at the checkout desk, Mr. and Mrs. Anderson’s frustration playing again in her mind. She couldn’t afford to offer a discount to every guest who complained about the noise. Not for long.

         Turning back around, she gazed through the window and across the street once more. She narrowed her eyes at the darkened storefront.

         Bobbi’s questions were valid.

         And it was high time June got some answers.
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         Later that afternoon, June looked both ways before crossing Main Street. She nodded in appreciation at the driver who rolled to a stop to let her pass.

         Shade from one of the magnolia trees that lined the street provided welcome respite from the first wave of summer heat. Shifting the bundle in her arms to one hand, she swiped her hair off her face and looked up.

         To all outward appearances, nothing at Susie’s Quilts and More had changed. The windows remained boarded up, and the faded awning displayed the same picture of a star-shaped pink-and-white quilt block. The building had been vacant for a year now, though. The titular Susie had passed away at ninety-three—still sewing until the very end. With her children scattered across the country, it had taken ages to get the estate settled, and by the time the building had hit the market, the freeway’s construction was underway. June had worried it would sit empty forever, a gloomy harbinger of what was to come for them all if they didn’t act. Finding out it had sold had been a relief.

         Right until whoever bought it decided to have a party with some power tools.

         Things had finally settled down around lunchtime, but they’d gotten going again by midafternoon—this time with the addition of a blaring hair metal soundtrack. As June approached, what sounded like a buzz saw roared, adding to the, uh, ambience. Hiding her wince, she put on a bright, welcoming smile.

         The button for the doorbell lit up when she pressed it, but any chime it made was drowned out by all the noise. Leaning in, her ear toward the door, she hit the bell again. And again.

         Finally, the saw cut off, followed a few seconds later by the music. A gruff, indistinct voice muttered something. Heavy, uneven footfalls approached, and she stepped back, standing straight, beaming cheerfully, because she hadn’t been eavesdropping—nope, not at all.

         The door swung open with a thwack against the inside wall. Her eyes fluttered wide.

         The man filling the doorway glistened with sweat. Dressed in a smudged gray tank top and faded camo cargo shorts, he rippled with corded muscle. The tanned skin of his arms was etched with faded black ink, and angry red scars slashed one shoulder and calf, making her draw in a harsh breath.

         “What?” he growled, and June snapped her gaze up to his face, her cheeks flashing hot.

         In their days of speculation and futile sleuthing, June and Bobbi had considered just about every possibility for who or what their new mystery neighbor could be. The only possibility they hadn’t considered was “freaking gorgeous.” If rugged and dirty were the kinds of things that did it for you.

         For June, they did not.

         But try telling her heart that as she stared at him, because it was going wild inside her chest.

         The man was white, probably in his mid-thirties, with the kind of sun-touched complexion that said he was too macho to wear sunscreen. Close-cropped, red-brown hair was matted to his head, and a few days’ worth of scruff roughened his chiseled jaw.

         Piercing green eyes bored into her like an accusation. He lifted a brow expectantly.

         Right. Because she was the one who had rung his doorbell. Three times. She was supposed to say something.

         All the casual introductions she’d rehearsed, waiting for Elizabeth to come spell her at the front desk, disappeared from her brain. The plan was to come over here, say hello, offer him one of the inn’s famous blueberry pies, then charm her way inside and engage him in such riveting conversation that he’d tell her every single thing there was to know about him and his plans and why on earth he felt the need to operate a jackhammer at eight in the bleeping morning. And if maybe, pretty, pretty please, he might consider…you know…stopping.

         Just as she opened her mouth to do precisely that, movement inside caught her eye. Before she could think better of it, she gasped and darted forward.

         “Hey—”

         His hot skin seared into her as she rushed past him. She sucked in a breath. It had been much too long since she’d been close enough to a man to feel that kind of heat, much less smell that kind of toe-tingling, clean sweat and pine sort of scent.

         Only she couldn’t focus on it, much less enjoy it.

         As she ran, the rickety old ladder she’d spied propped precariously against the wall slipped another few inches. The bunch of tools balanced on its top step rattled, and a wrench went tumbling. Cradling the bundle in her arm, she lunged for the wrench, narrowly grabbing it before it could hit the ground. The ladder creaked and slipped, and she moved to brace it with her shoulder—

         Only a muscular arm blocked her way. The man raised a brow at her as he easily held the ladder in place. With his free hand, he reached up and snagged the box of tools. He dropped them unceremoniously on the ground with a clatter, then pulled the wrench from her hand and added it to the pile. He didn’t release his grip on the ladder—or her gaze—the entire time.

         And right. That definitely didn’t do it for her, either.

         Warmth rose to her cheeks, and she averted her gaze. “You’re welcome,” she blurted out.

         “For what?”

         She gestured vaguely at the ladder that had been in the process of toppling.

         He rolled his eyes, picked the ladder up single-handedly, and set it down on the floor on its side. Something in the wood definitely cracked. “I had it under control.”

         Clearly.

         Sealing her lips together to keep the dismissive comment in, she glanced around.

         At what she saw, she had to purse her mouth even more tightly.

         The last time she’d set foot inside the old quilt shop, it had been a handful of weeks after Susie Everly had passed. June had volunteered herself, Bobbi, and a few of their other neighbors on Main Street to help clean out the storefront. The place had been a bit of a mess, honestly, but it had been a familiar one. She’d been sad to pack it all up.

         This, though? This was an entirely different kind of mess.

         Her first impression was that this man had to be opening up a tool store or something, he had so many of them laid out. The jackhammer that had been driving everyone to distraction was nowhere to be seen, but the table saw, nail gun, and a whole collection of hammers, drills, and goodness even knew what else were in plain sight.

         Right above where the rickety old ladder had been propped, a lighting fixture had been removed—none too gently, from the looks of it—leaving a hole with exposed wiring sticking out. Dark wood shiplap paneling lay scattered across the torn-up floor. Some had gone up already in horizontal lines, covering the walls poor Susie had painted herself—and yes, she’d painted them twenty years ago, but it was the principle of the matter. The old lady must be spinning in her grave.

         Especially if she could see the neon beer signs where the sewing machines used to be. The ancient jukebox. And was that…

         Over in the corner. Was he building a stage?

         June’s head reeled.

         This wasn’t a tool shop.

         This was a bar.

         And don’t get her wrong—she could enjoy a good night out on the town. In theory. Ella’s bistro with the great wine list was more her speed, really, but that wasn’t the point. She had nothing against bars in general, but here? On Main Street? In the heart of Blue Cedar Falls’s quaint little tourist district?

         Run by a guy who used a jackhammer before breakfast?

         She sunk her teeth into the inside of her cheek. Panic wasn’t going to help. Mentally, she composed fifty texts to Bobbi, explaining everything she’d learned in her reconnaissance mission—with enough all caps and exclamation points to put even Bobbi’s messages to shame.

         Externally, she smiled and turned to the guy still standing over her, eyes narrowed, suspicion written all over his chiseled, distractingly handsome face.

         She swallowed hard, accidentally glancing down at his muscular biceps. She blinked. Shook the haze of irrational attraction off.

         Stick to the plan, she reminded herself. Come over. Give him pie. Engage him in conversation.

         Convince him not to drive her guests away with power tools and blaring music.

         Right. Easy.

         Smiling sweetly, she redirected her gaze back to his. “Where are my manners?” She extended a hand. “I’m June. I run the Sweetbriar Inn across the street.”

         “Clay,” he offered.

         That was it. No follow-up questions, no Nice to meet you, no additional details.

         Her smile threatened to falter, and she dropped her hand. She tried again. “I just wanted to welcome you and introduce myself.”

         He crossed his arms.

         Crap. Maybe she should have had a backup plan, because “engage him in sparkling conversation” was going over like a lead balloon.

         She glanced around. “Seems like you’ve got quite the renovation underway. You doing this all by yourself or—”

         “I am.” His voice was deep, with the barest hint of a growl to it.

         She shifted her weight, fighting not to squirm under the weight of his gaze.

         Forget a lead balloon. This was the conversational equivalent of the Titanic.

         “Well, I was just—”

         He shook his head. “I’m gonna stop you right there.”

         Oh, thank goodness. She’d had no idea where she was going with that.

         But before she could rejoice too much, he took a step into her space. His warm spicy scent washed over her again, scrambling her brains. His mouth was a flat, unimpressed line. “I don’t care what you were ‘just stopping by for,’ or what you were ‘just wondering,’ or however else you were planning to so politely pick my brain. I know you and all your other small-town busybody friends think you can barge in whenever you want—”

         A crackle of irritation lit at the base of her spine. Yes, maybe she had come over here to do a little sleuthing, but he made it sound so sinister. A little too indignantly, she insisted, “I’m not a small-town busybody.” That was Patty Boyd, thank you very much. “I’m your neighbor.”

         “Me.” He pointed to his alarmingly attractive, increasingly angry-looking face. “Still not caring.”

         “I was just—”

         “Save it, lady.”

         Okay, now she was getting mad. “Can you let me finish a sentence?”

         “Why should I?”

         “Because.” She cast about. He was actually giving her a second to speak, but her brain was coming up blank. How did she get this man to let down his guard for a second so they could have an actual conversation? She spotted the ladder lying on its side, and she snapped her gaze to his again. “I can help.”

         That was always a winner. People liked people who could help.

         “I don’t need any help.”

         She wanted to throw her hands up in the air.

         Instead, she passed him the pie. “Here, hold this.”

         “What?” He accepted it, but he held it like it might be a bomb.

         She bent down to inspect the ladder more closely, and—yup. Standing again, she pointed at it. “This is a display prop.”

         “It’s fine.”

         “It absolutely is not. Did you climb this thing?”

         He gritted his teeth, but he dropped his gaze. “Maybe.”

         No wonder it had given up the ghost. The man was enormous. Tall and muscular and just…That pesky heat rose on her face again. He was huge, was all.

         “You’re lucky you didn’t break your neck. Susie Everly used to hang quilts from there.”

         “Well, how was I supposed to know that?”

         “You could have asked your neighbor.” Her grin was genuine this time. She had her in. Turning to the door, she beckoned him to follow. “Come on.”

         “Come where?”

         She rolled her eyes. “Right across the street. You can borrow my stepfather’s ladder.”

         “You don’t have to—”

         Tilting her chin up, she looked him in the eyes. “Save it.” Wasn’t that what he’d told her when he’d cut her off? “Us neighbors around here are not busybodies, but we are a tight-knit group. Welcome to Main Street.” She pointed at the covered dish that looked utterly ridiculous in his giant mitts of hands. “I hope you like blueberry pie.” Finally, she jerked her thumb to the door once more. “Now do you want to borrow a ladder that can support a grown man or not?”

         The grown man in question regarded her with even more suspicion than he’d first shown to her pie. But then he looked to the jumbled pile of tools and the unstable ladder on the floor. She was pretty sure another rung of it gave way under the weight of his gaze.

         He muttered a few choice words beneath his breath. Louder, he grumbled, “Fine. Lead the way.”

         Cracking a smile, she turned and did precisely that.

         Forget casual conversation and charm. Food and tools were the way to a man’s heart. And she was in the enviable position of being able to offer him both.

         
              

         

         If it had been hot in the unair-conditioned, pink-and-rose hellscape Clay had been working in all day, it was roasting out in the street. He mopped his brow with his arm, but it didn’t do any good.

         How many years had he spent in the desert? Decked out in combat uniforms and hauling a full complement of gear under that infernal sun, he and Bug had complained plenty, sure. But it was like their buddy AJ from Vegas had said—at least it was a dry heat.

         The Carolinas were a swamp, and he cursed Bug’s ghost all over again for leading him here.

         What had he been thinking, listening to a dead man’s voice in his ear? He and his bum knee could’ve headed up to Alaska if they’d wanted to.

         But here he was. Up to his neck in a mortgage and a business loan on top of that, following Bug’s dream to prove to the people of Blue Cedar Falls that a regular Joe could make it on their precious Main Street. So far, Clay didn’t have much to show for his effort except splinters and new calluses, but he’d had worse. Three days he’d been at it now, and he wasn’t going to stop until he saw this thing through.

         Even if it meant accepting help from some woman he didn’t know from Eve.

         He eyed her up as she led him across the street. June, she’d said her name was.

         Trouble was more like it.

         She was beautiful—he had to give her that. Asian, with long inky hair and deep eyes. The flower-printed dress she wore floated off her curves, even in the sticky heat, showing off tanned legs and a hint of cleavage he had a hard time keeping his eyes off. But that didn’t matter.

         Irritation gnawed at him. The past three days, people had been gawking at his storefront. A few had been bold enough to knock, and he’d even said hello to the first handful, but they kept poking at him.

         And Bug had warned him. Small-town southerners were all honey on the surface, but beneath it they were up in everybody’s business. According to Bug, the folks on Main Street were the worst offenders of them all. They might have the best ice cream stand and the hippest record store south of the Mason-Dixon, but they were gossipy and snooty, and Clay didn’t trust them one bit.

         Now there was this June woman. He’d tried to get rid of her the same way he had the others, but she’d taken nosiness to a whole new level, marching into his place like that and then acting like she was doing him a favor.

         Chewing on the inside of his lip, he narrowed his eyes.

         And sure, that ladder may have been a safety hazard and yes, this June woman might be offering to help him, but he could smell the secret agenda she was hiding. He didn’t know what it was, but he had no doubt she’d show her hand in time.

         Hopefully he could speed this along and grab her ladder before she could try to convert him to a cult. Or worse, invite him to a Tupperware party.

         As June walked, she took it upon herself to become some sort of a tour guide, prattling on. Nervous, maybe, though she put up a good front. She pointed out all kinds of nonsense Clay didn’t have time for, from the variety of trees the town had planted along the street to the precise shade of white—sorry, not white, eggshell-chiffon—they’d painted the fences.

         What he heard loudest was what she wasn’t saying. You don’t fit here. You don’t belong.

         Yeah. No kidding.

         To make matters worse, his busted knee was giving him grief after going up and down that crappy ladder all day. Stepping onto the curb on the opposite side of the street, he bit down at the crunching sound it made.

         But he didn’t hide his reaction well enough.

         June glanced back at him, concern and curiosity twin forces in her gaze. “You okay?”

         “Peachy,” he muttered.

         She rolled her eyes like she didn’t believe him, and that was fine. She didn’t have to.

         Up close and in the clear light of day, the inn was as shiny and white—he didn’t know what shade and he didn’t care, thank you very much—as it had looked from across the street. Avoiding the blue-painted front porch with its showy rocking chairs and hanging flower baskets, she took him around back to a gate in the eggshell-chiffon fence. She opened the lock and held the door wide. “After you.”

         That really shouldn’t grate on him, but it did. With a scowl, he headed in.

         The back of the property was nice, with a sitting area and a garden and more flowers. Behind a row of hedges, though, some of the shine came off. A wheelbarrow lay on its side next to a pile of stones and dirt. Tools had been left out in a way that wasn’t good for them.

         “Sorry about the mess,” June said breezily. Too breezily.

         Huh. So there was more to this perfect little tourist trap of an inn than met the eye.

         Shocker.

         She opened a shed that was about as messy as the rest of the work area. “I’d ask my stepfather to come lend us a hand, but he’s prepping rooms for new guests right now.”

         “Not a problem.”

         “It’s our family inn, you see,” she babbled. “Owned and operated for generations.”

         “Uh-huh.”

         The folded ladder lay just inside. Surging past her, Clay grabbed it and hefted it over one shoulder. Awkward, but he could handle it.

         “Thanks,” he said, gruff. “I’ll get it back to you in a couple of days.”

         He turned to go.

         Of course she followed. Racing after him, she held the gate, and yeah, okay, that was helpful, but couldn’t the woman take a hint? He had this.

         “Lots of the businesses around here are like that,” she continued, falling into step with him as he hauled the ladder toward the street. “Mom-and-pop kinds of shops.”

         “Super.”

         Main Street wasn’t the busiest as far as car traffic went, but he had to wait for a couple of trucks to pass, which she took full advantage of.

         “It’s part of what makes this town so special. You’ll learn all about it, of course.”

         Yeah, no. He kept his trap shut, crossing the street at his first opportunity.

         She stuck to his side. “The business association is meeting next week. I’m sure you’ll want to come—it’s the best place to make connections, network, really get the vibe of Blue Cedar Falls, you know?”

         He grunted in reply because it was more polite than what he wanted to say.

         She was so full of horse manure she might as well have stepped right off the farm.

         She followed him under the magnolia trees and past another stretch of matching fence to his door, her voice rising in pitch. “I’m sure they’d have some great ideas for how to get set up and start your business.” She swallowed, and he narrowed his eyes. That was one heck of a tell. “Make it a good fit for the Main Street community.”

         Bingo. There it was.

         Her real angle for being so “nice.”

         She was going to all this effort to tell him how great this place was. A less cynical guy might think it was because she was just that good of a neighbor, but he could see right through her.

         It had been one of the details Bug had savored the most, nights he’d spun his yarns about what he’d do when he got out of the service. The look on all those Main Street people’s faces when they found out what he was doing.

         Bug had loved Main Street. In high school he and his friends had hung out here every weekend. They liked the ice cream and the bakery and the guy at the record store who didn’t mind them wandering around for ages. Their folks had liked window-shopping during the off-season. Dinner out on a special night.

         But none of them had ever really felt like Main Street was meant for them. Sure, they were welcome to visit and all. But everything was geared toward tourists. Fancy-schmancy this, artsy-fartsy that.

         Bug wanted to put his bar up here because he knew it wouldn’t fit.

         And the people so focused on bringing in the big bucks from out of town? They would hate it.

         Bug didn’t care. He welcomed the fight.

         So Clay did, too.

         He set down the ladder in front of the closed door of his new bar and turned around. Crossing his arms over his chest, he glared down at her.

         She stopped short, barely avoiding crashing into him, her scent sweet and warm. He almost got distracted for a second by the tingling under his skin as their bodies brushed, but he ignored it.

         He didn’t pull back.

         “Look, I’ll say this one time,” he all but growled. “I’m not joining a business association. I don’t care how perfect your precious little downtown is or what you think would be a good fit. I’m here. I’m building a bar, with loud music and cold beer and whatever color fence I want, and no one’s changing my mind. Are we clear?”

         Her eyes widened, and she blinked rapidly. “Okay, that’s a lot to process.”

         “It’s really not.” He turned away, finished with this conversation. He got the door open and lugged the ladder inside.

         Only she followed, because of course she did. “Can we just sit down and talk for a minute?”

         “There’s nothing to talk about.” He planted himself in the doorway, blocking her way. This was his property, and she wasn’t barging her way inside again. He didn’t care if the roof fell on his head. He gestured around. “I bought this building. It’s zoned commercial. End of story.”

         “Would you at least consider discussing hours?” Her voice ticked up, and a pretty little flush rose on her cheeks. He probably shouldn’t find her growing irritation sexy, but what could he do? “Noise levels.”

         “Definitely not.”

         “My guests are already complaining.”

         “Well, I guess you better figure out what to tell them, then. Because this is happening, sweetheart.”

         Yeah, that “sweetheart” really got her mad. Her nostrils flared, and her little hands curled up into fists at her sides. “Shall I tell them to take it up with the rude jerk across the street?”

         “If you want to.”

         “You can’t just open a place with no consideration for the people around you and how your actions are affecting them.”

         He laughed. “Sure I can.” Wasn’t that what he’d spent all that time overseas fighting to protect? A twinge fired off in his gut. Sometimes even he didn’t know what he’d been fighting for anymore. And it didn’t matter. He redirected the lost, hurt feelings that threatened to well up back into the conversation at hand. “What are you going to do? Stop me?”

         A flash of real anger lit her eyes. “To protect my business and my family? I’ll do whatever I have to.” She sucked in a rough breath and let it out slow. When she spoke again, her tone was cool but strained. “But I’d much rather we could settle this civilly. Maybe find some way to compromise.”

         What a load. He cocked a brow. “Would you now?”

         “This is a community. All of us here.” She threw her hands out to the sides. “We work together. We sink or swim together.”

         “I’m pretty sure you’ll manage.” The way Bug told it, tourists came in by the truckload, crowding everybody else out. During the busy season, locals couldn’t even get tables.

         “Are you? You waltz in here out of nowhere—”

         “That’s rich.” Clay jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Because as I recall it, I wasn’t the one waltzing in ten minutes ago.”

         Flush deepening, she stepped closer to him, and his nostrils flared. He couldn’t help the way his body responded, his blood heating in a way it hadn’t in over a year.

         She flexed her jaw and bit out, “I. Was. Trying. To. Be. Neighborly.”

         He laughed out loud. “Sure.”

         “I loaned you a ladder and baked you a pie.”

         “And I thank you for both of them.”

         “You’re welcome,” she said, and how was it even possible for that soft, kissable mouth to make those two words hostile?

         Why did he want to hear more?

         He pushed the instinct down. Screw all of this.

         He gripped the doorknob hard enough to crush it. “Now go away.”

         “Excuse me?” Her brows about rocketed off her face they jumped so high.

         “I think I was plenty clear.” He took a step back and instantly regretted losing the static buzzing between his body and hers, but it was for the best. He didn’t wind this up now, he’d do something he’d regret. Whether that was yelling at her or kissing her, he didn’t know.

         She shook her head in exasperation, moving as if to follow him. “You have no interest in discussing—”

         “Nope.”

         And with that, he shoved the door closed in her face.

         Loud thumping on the other side told him she wasn’t done with him, but she could give herself raw knuckles for all he cared. Striding across the room, he flipped on the jukebox and cranked it as loud as it could go. Now that was better.

         Chuckling wryly, he lifted his face to the ceiling. “You were right, Bug. This is going to be fun.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
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         Three days later, Clay wasn’t having nearly so much fun.

         “Is this some kind of game to you?” he growled.

         “Um…” The mousy woman behind the counter at the town hall shrunk before his eyes, and Clay swiped a hand over his face, trying to keep his cool.

         “Do you have a manager?”

         She nodded in relief and ran off. Clay looked over his shoulder at the people behind him waiting to be helped. It was a middle-aged couple, friendly looking enough. The man smiled from beneath a bushy mustache and shook his head in sympathy.

         A couple of minutes later, the woman from behind the counter returned, a guy in a collar shirt and dark slacks in tow. He was young, maybe thirty, but he had a calm to him that gave Clay some faint hope that they could get this all straightened out.

         “Hi, I’m Graham. Mindy here told me you were having some trouble?”

         Clay scoffed. “That’s one way of putting it.”

         “How can I help?” Graham steered him toward the other end of the counter so Mindy could see to the next folks.

         Clay shoved the piece of paper he’d come in with across the counter.

         Graham took it and looked it over. “I’m not seeing—”

         Clay stabbed a finger at the typed words. “A ninety-day comment period for a liquor license?” His voice rose with every word. “Seriously? What does that even mean?”

         “Ah.” Graham nodded. “It’s to allow time for the public to submit their opinion before the licensing board makes its decision. Standard procedure for controversial requests.”

         “Internet said it was supposed to take two weeks.” Clay wasn’t a whiz with computers but he could read.

         Graham smiled apologetically and passed the letter back. “Usually, it does, but there were some concerns raised.”

         “I bet there were.”

         June showing up the other day with her stupid, delicious pie had been the tip of the busybody iceberg. Bug had told him Main Street types were gossips, but how word got around so fast he had no idea. Before June had come poking her nose in his business, folks had been curious, sure, but after, they got brazen. More ladies with pies had shown up. None as good as June’s, though he had to admit the perky blonde who ran the bakery had rustled up some pretty great cookie-brownie things. But that wasn’t the point.

         It was open season on him and what he planned to do with the space. Everyone wanted to know more about his bar or talk to him about the hours he was keeping or question his taste in music.

         None of them had been as fun to chase away as June had been—or gotten his blood as heated arguing—but that was probably for the best.

         The real problem was the people who couldn’t even be bothered to show their faces. Nasty notes shoved under his door made good kindling, but not much else. Someone had even sent a cop, and fine, okay, he’d lost track of time, and yes, he could see that not everybody appreciated Van Halen at two in the morning. He definitely hadn’t cranked it louder at ten a.m. the next day to make up for it.

         And now this.

         “Mayor Horton’s office listens very carefully to its constituents,” Graham said.

         Enough crap. “So whose rear end do I have to kiss to get this fixed?”

         Ninety days wasn’t going to sink him. It might take most of that time to get the place rehabbed anyway. But it was the principle of the matter. He was throwing everything he had into this renovation. What was to stop the “concerned constituents” from turning ninety days into six months? Or a year?

         “Uh…” Graham blinked a couple of times.

         “Come on, we all know what’s going on.”

         “I’m sorry—”

         Clay dropped his hand onto the table, barely stopping himself from slamming it there. “Who?”

         Graham let out a sigh and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The Main Street Business Association is…in flux.”

         The guy with the big mustache over by Mindy muffled a snort.

         “Look,” Graham said, dropping his hand from his face, “all comments submitted to the town hall are kept confidential.” He glanced around before leaning closer over the counter. Lowering his voice, he confided, “But if I wanted to find out who was behind this, I’d talk to Patty Boyd or Dottie Gallagher.” He tilted his head back and forth. “Maaaybe June Wu.”

         Clay ground his teeth together. He grabbed a pencil out of his pocket and scribbled down the first two names on the back of the letter, but he didn’t need the last one.

         June’s pretty face flashed in front of his vision. The anger in her eyes when he told her what was what, the way she brought up the noise and the hours and the complaints from guests at her inn…

         He should have known.

         “Hey,” Graham said as Clay started to turn away. “I hope you can get this sorted out. Main Street could use a good bar if you ask me.”

         That wasn’t all it could use, but Clay wasn’t a proctologist, so there wasn’t much he could do about the stick it had where sticks shouldn’t be. He’d try his best, though.

         He nodded at Graham and took a step back. Before he could stalk out of there, though, a voice stopped him.

         “A bar?” mustache guy asked, his southern accent deep and drawling.

         Clay paused. “That’s right.”

         “On Main Street.”

         Clay braced himself for more bullcrap, but the guy’s face lit up.

         “Now, son, that is something I could drink to.”

         The woman next to him rolled her eyes, but her expression was fond to the point of indulgent.

         “Duke Moore.” Mustache guy held out a hand. “This here is my wife, Tracy.”

         “Nice to make your acquaintance.” Clay shook Duke’s hand. It was a good grip, the man’s hands calloused and work-worn.

         “You’re new here.”

         “Sure am.”

         Duke and Tracy seemed done with their business. Graham had disappeared back into whatever office Mindy had summoned him from. Duke nodded toward the exit, and Clay walked out with them.

         “Have to say, I’m mighty sorry you’re not getting the warmest welcome.”

         “There’s been pie,” Clay said dryly.

         “Pie’s not much of a match for red tape.” Duke squinted at him in the midday sun. “You look familiar. I seen you around somewhere?”

         Now that he mentioned it…“Tim’s Hardware?”

         Clay spent so much time there getting supplies for the work he was doing fixing up the bar, he was glad they weren’t asking him to pay rent.

         Duke beamed. “That’s it. You a handy guy?”

         “I know my way around.”

         Duke looked to Tracy, who nodded.

         “I like a man who can work with his hands. You got plans for dinner Sunday night?”

         Other than more takeout from the awesome Chinese place he’d found on Poplar? Hardly.

         But he could see where this was going, and he wasn’t sure it was the right direction. He shook his head. “I don’t—”

         “Well, you have plans now,” Duke said. “I insist.”

         “I’m not—”

         “No sense fighting it,” Tracy hummed, looking at her husband in amusement. “He won’t take no for an answer.”

         Clay took a step back. He hadn’t come here to this town to make friends.

         This whole past year since he’d gotten out, he’d been wandering around, never staying anywhere for long. Any time his buddies from his army days had reached out, he’d brushed them off. He hadn’t been fit for company. Mean and hurt. Grieving.

         He’d burned his bridges with them all.

         Because the last time he let anyone close…the last time he made a friend…

         Clay tugged at the neckline of his shirt. Like he could still feel Bug’s hand there, bloody and shaking as he took his last breath.

         He blinked, and the world came back into focus.

         Well, suffice it to say, it hadn’t turned out so great. For anyone.

         Duke’s smile faltered by a fraction. Clay was tempted to finish the job, tell him off the same way he had June when she’d gotten too friendly.

         “I make a darn good pot roast,” Tracy said, drawing his gaze to her. She smiled, so sweet and hopeful it almost hurt.

         And crap. Clay may be a mean SOB sometimes, but he didn’t kick puppies, for crying out loud.

         “I do like pot roast.”

         Duke clapped him on the back, and yeah, that was taking things too far, but Clay was in it now. “Had a feeling you would.” He grabbed the letter from the mayor’s office out of Clay’s hands and turned it over. Tracy passed him a pen from her purse without having to be asked, and Duke wrote an address right under Patty’s and Dottie’s names. “Seven o’clock. Don’t feel like you have to bring anything, but I do like Coors Light.”

         “Duly noted.”

         Duke handed back the paper. He gave Clay a little salute before he and Tracy headed to an SUV parked under a tree a few spots down. Clay waved before making for his own truck.

         He settled into the driver’s seat. Brows pinching, he reread the address Duke had scribbled down for him. He still wasn’t quite sure how he felt about being so aggressively befriended when all he wanted was to be left alone, but even he could recognize the kindness of offering the new guy in town a home-cooked meal.

         He narrowed his eyes, shifting his gaze higher.

         He could also recognize the not-so-subtle act of war by a bunch of concerned constituents trying to deny a liquor license to a bar. Grinding his teeth together, he tossed the letter aside and fired up his truck.

         As it kicked into gear, he pointed it in the direction of Tim’s Hardware. Main Street’s business association might have painted a target on his back, but he’d had worse.

         They weren’t going to stop him from building Bug’s Bar. Nobody was.

         Not Patty Boyd. Not Dottie Gallagher.

         And definitely not June Wu.

         
              

         

         “You sure you’ll be okay for a few hours?” June asked, chewing on her lip.

         As he sank into the computer chair behind the front desk, Ned’s blue eyes were tired, his white and straw-colored hair rumpled, but his smile was genuine. “June. I’ve been manning this desk since before you were born.”

         That didn’t exactly set her mind at ease.

         The Sweetbriar Inn was a hundred-year-old institution. Ned and his siblings had terrorized the place as children, and yes, they’d worked here, too. But that was before Ned married June’s mom and the Wu girls modernized the place.

         He was never going to live down that time he’d decided to “update” the computer and managed to not only download a virus but erase the entire month of April from the calendar.

         June sighed and leaned in to press a kiss to his temple. “Remember, don’t download any attachments.”

         “I learned my lesson, sweetie.”

         “And everything is backed up.” At least she hoped it was.

         He let out a long-suffering sigh. “I’ll be fine. And besides”—he looked at her pointedly—“your mother is around here somewhere if I really muck anything up.”

         June frowned despite herself. “You know she’s supposed to be resting.”

         “Yes, but when do I get to rest?” His crotchetiness perfectly straddled the line between teasing and true complaint. “It’s been months. If she’s not busy, she’s making me busy.” He waved a hand around. “If it’s not putting in a new rock wall in the garden—”

         “Which you still have to finish, by the way.”

         He glared, not missing a beat. “—then it’s setting up photo shoots for the cat. The cat, June.”

         “Whatever makes her happy.”

         “So long as we both shall live.” If he’d said the words once, he’d said them a thousand times. “But that woman needs to get back to work, or she’s going to drive all of us to an early grave.”

         He wasn’t wrong.

         “Once she gets the okay from her doctor, we can ease her back in.”

         “And until then, she can put her feet up and relax and maybe answer one little technical support question from her stone-age husband, all right?”

         He’d backed her into a corner on that one.

         “I’ll only be gone a few hours,” she promised.

         “Take your time.” He waved her off. “The place will still be standing.”

         “Pretty hard to blow up a building with a computer.”

         He cracked his knuckles. “Don’t give me a challenge.”

         Good grief. Now it was really time to go, before she gave him any more ideas.

         Clipboard in hand, she headed out. On her way, she exchanged greetings with a couple of guests enjoying the gardens and seating areas around the inn. One of her mom’s friends was out walking her dog, and June waved.

         Then her gaze landed on the building across the street. Her smile disappeared.

         She hadn’t seen much of her new neighbor in the past few days, but the entirety of Main Street had been in a flutter about him. After their run-in, she’d told Bobbi, and Bobbi’d told…well, probably every local who wandered into her bakery that day. Everybody had an opinion about the new bar and its owner, and June had more than a few of her own.

         The fact of the matter was that Clay had been downright rude. He’d gone out of his way to make his bar sound terrible, then shut her down when she’d tried to engage with him. A flush of anger rose to her cheeks just thinking about his big, muscular frame eclipsing his doorway, the piercing green of his eyes as they’d stared down at her, the curl of those red lips above that chiseled jaw…

         And okay, fine, anger hadn’t been the only thing making her flush. She wasn’t cutting him any slack about being a rude jerk just on account of his being handsome or anything, but her attraction to him had blindsided her. His taunts had riled her up, making her lose her cool in a way she never did, and with every barb they traded, the unexpected flicker of desire inside her only grew.

         Which didn’t make any sense. She may not have had time for dating of late, but when she had, she’d dated nice men. Pillars of the community in khakis and button-down shirts.

         Not burly, unshaven bartenders covered in tattoos.

         Huffing out a breath, she turned away.

         Rumors had been flying about the business owners on Main Street getting together to keep his bar from opening. She wasn’t quite ready to go that far yet, despite her losing her cool and taking his bait the other day. Yes, she would do whatever she had to in order to protect her family and their inn. If he insisted on sabotaging her business, she’d find a way to stop him. But she didn’t want it to come to that. New businesses on Main Street had the potential to help everyone. She’d rather have a nice neighborhood tavern than an empty storefront across the street. Infuriating as he was, she wanted to take another shot at convincing him to be reasonable. Once they’d both calmed down.

         In the meantime, Dottie Gallagher asking Officer Dwight to pay Clay a visit had gotten results in terms of him respecting noise ordinances. That would have to be good enough for now.

         As long as he wasn’t actively driving away her guests, June had other fish to fry.

         Even though it was still months away, the clock was ticking on early preparations for the new Pumpkin Festival. Her goal for this week was to get her sponsor list nailed down. All the businesses on Main Street had committed—reluctantly, in some cases, but committed all the same. She also had deals in the works with a few bigger companies that had locations in and around Blue Cedar Falls. If she was going to save her family’s inn, she needed this festival to be huge, though, bringing in tourists from near and far, and that meant rallying the entire town.

         Rehearsing her pitch the whole way over, she headed toward the north end of town. Fewer visitors ventured out this direction. It was more residential, but enough people lived here and worked on Main Street that it was worth a shot.

         She had mixed success on her first few stops. Roger’s Pharmacy was willing to buy a small ad and Cut & Curl Salon donated a makeover for the big raffle. Blue Cedar Falls Heating and Cooling couldn’t justify the expense, though. Disappointing as that was, she couldn’t blame them.

         Her spirits rose as she turned into Tim’s Hardware. Ned always took her there when they were doing renovations or repairs at the inn, and she knew most of the folks who ran the place.

         She grabbed a spot in the front of the lot, sliding her tiny car in between two enormous pickup trucks. She squeezed out and headed past the outdoor landscaping area and into the store.

         A friendly smile greeted her at the customer service area. Tim’s daughter Stephanie was forty-ish and white, with long coppery hair she wore in a braid down her back. As June approached, Stephanie put down the copy of Popular Mechanics she’d been paging through and raised a brow. “What’s Ned broken now?”

         “Oh, only a few customers’ hearts,” June joked. “I was actually coming by to talk to you about this year’s Pumpkin Festival. You have a minute?”

         “Sure.”

         June laid out her pitch, emphasizing the big marketing push they were doing to bring in a crowd. “So what do you say? Can I count on Tim’s Hardware? There’s still room on the program and the volunteer T-shirts if you want a sponsorship slot.”

         Stephanie’s mouth pinched as she perused the materials June had provided. “I don’t know. I’d have to talk it over with my dad. Tourists don’t usually have a lot of call for two-by-fours while they’re in town.”

         June’s heart sank by a fraction, but she was prepared for this. “We’re really trying to get the community involved this year, too. It’d be good advertising.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “The big garden center on the other side of town is putting up a booth.”

         “Are they now?” Stephanie’s forehead crinkled.

         Those were the magical words. “Let me show you our ‘Shop Local’ package.”

         Ten minutes later, she had Stephanie signed on for a giveaway at the local spotlight booth and a buy-in for the ads they were airing in the western Carolinas area. As June got the agreement written up, Stephanie leaned her elbow on the counter.

         Lowering her voice, she asked, “So what’s the scoop about your new neighbor?”

         June didn’t snap her pen in half. Was he all anyone wanted to talk about these days?

         “What have you heard?” she asked.

         “Not much except a lot of gossip about a dive bar that’s got Patty Boyd madder’n a hare.”

         June snickered. “That about sums it up.”

         “What do you think of it all?”

         “Hard to say until we find out more,” June said, trying to be diplomatic. “It could be great, or it could be a migraine in the making.”

         “You met the new owner yet?”

         Had she ever.

         “Once,” June conceded.

         “He’s been in and out of here every couple of days.” Stephanie waggled her brows. “I have to say I do not mind the view.”

         June’s cheeks warmed, and she cleared her throat, shuffling her papers. “I guess he’s all right.”

         “All right? You need to get your eyesight checked.” She glanced meaningfully to the side then lowered her voice. “Tell me that right there is not ten shades of gorgeous.”

         Oh, no.

         A familiar scent of woodsy pine and something strong and virile wafted toward her. June turned to find Clay standing only a handful of feet away. Cleaned up from the last time she’d seen him, he was dressed casually, in jeans that looked distressed from hard work, as opposed to the influence of the fashion industry. A black T-shirt clung to the muscles of his chest, and those enticing tattoos along his arms looked even better than she remembered. His rust-colored hair was tucked beneath a baseball cap, and thick stubble graced his sharp jaw.

         “Hey there, Clay,” Stephanie called, a thinly veiled invitation in her tone that rubbed June all kinds of the wrong way, which was ridiculous, because she had no interest in the man.

         A genuine smile curled his lips. It reached the bright points of his eyes as he turned toward the sound of his name coming from Stephanie’s mouth.

         But then his gaze caught on June.

         In an instant, the openness to his expression disappeared, like shutters slamming closed. His eyes went hard, and the corners of his mouth twisted down.

         “What’re you doing here?” He didn’t spit in her general direction, but he might as well have.

         Well hello to him, too.

         “Talking to Stephanie about a project we’re working on,” she said simply, trying not to let him get a rise out of her this time. “You?”

         “Buying wood.” He scowled and glanced around. “Rescuing kittens from trees, helping little old ladies. You know. The usual.”

         She’d been so distracted by his appearance that she hadn’t really noticed what he was doing. Her eyes widened as she took in why his biceps were bulging so enticingly. He was carrying a gigantic planter, with none other than her mother’s friend Ms. Smith trailing behind him.

         “June, fancy running into you here,” the old woman said, smiling warmly. “I’m finally getting that new bit of landscaping done at the house. Won’t this look just perfect on the porch?”

         “Uh-huh,” June agreed dimly, her gaze still drawn to Clay as he turned toward the door. Her throat went dry when his backside came into view.

         “This young man was so kind as to offer to help,” Ms. Smith told her. “Isn’t that sweet? Says he’s bought the old quilt shop. I’m so excited to see what he decides to do with it.”

         “Right.” June had been pretty evasive when she’d spoken to her mother about the banging and noise coming from across the street. She didn’t want her mom getting worried about the bar. Of course, she should have realized the senior citizen rumor mill would eventually get wind of it, one way or another.

         “Be a dear,” Ms. Smith asked, “and give me a hand, too?” She held out her wrinkled palm.

         Grabbing her clipboard, June stepped forward and extended her arm. Ms. Smith was pretty spry, as June’s mother’s friends went, but she had arthritis that flared up from time to time. She leaned into June, and before she knew it, June was following Clay and the giant planter into the parking lot.

         Clay scowled at her even harder as they reached Ms. Smith’s old Buick, but June refused to let him goad her into losing her cool this time. She ignored him and helped Ms. Smith dig her keys out of her purse. While Clay loaded the planter into the back, June led Ms. Smith to the driver’s seat and held the door for her, keeping her steady as she got in.

         Ducking his head into the car, Clay asked, “You have someone to help you unload this when you get home?”

         “Aren’t you a sweetheart for asking. You want to follow me home?” Was she—she wasn’t flirting with him, was she? Before he could respond, she waved him off. “Don’t worry, one of the neighbor boys’ll take care of me.”

         “I’m sure they will.” He matched her teasing tone, but there was relief on his face as he stood and closed the door.

         Ms. Smith looked to June with hearts in her eyes. “Such a gentleman.” She started the car, and June pushed the door shut. The old lady waved at both of them. “Thank you!”

         They stepped away from the car. Ms. Smith backed out before steering toward the road.

         Leaving June alone with Clay in the parking lot.

         He seemed to realize it at the same time June did. Their gazes met, and any warmth in his flashed to fire.

         She wished she knew—which was the real him? The kind man who smiled at little old ladies and helped them carry heavy things to their cars?

         Or the angry, surly jerk who couldn’t seem to do anything but growl and sneer at her?

         Proving exactly which version she was dealing with now, he curled his hands into fists at his sides. “You have got some nerve.”

         “Excuse me?”

         “You know what you did.” Growling, he brushed past her, but nope. He’d slammed a door in her face the other day. He wasn’t accusing her of some new offense and then running away today.

         She chased after him. “Actually, I have no idea.”

         “Really?” He stopped abruptly, and she almost slammed into him, again. The scent of him made her insides go all squirmy, and she had to stop herself from reaching out and putting a hand on that broad chest of his to steady herself.

         “Really,” she promised, exasperated and flustered.

         He laughed. “Right.” He shook his head. “From the second I met you, I knew I wasn’t going to like you.”

         Sure, because he was such a peach. “Hey—”

         “But at least I respected you dealing with me face-to-face.” He was getting up in her space now, too close for comfort, but she refused to cede an inch. So what if the heat his body gave off made her brain spin? “But no. You didn’t waste a second, did you? Going over my head and behind my back.”

         Wait. “What?”

         “Well, I’m sick of it,” he barreled on, like she hadn’t said anything at all. He took another step closer, but a distance formed in his eyes. “Sick of people pulling strings. People who don’t care who they hurt.”

         She wanted to shake him.

         She gave in, reaching out and putting a hand on his arm. His skin sizzled, and electricity zipped through her, but she wasn’t letting herself get distracted. “What are you talking about?”

         His gaze suddenly focused, zeroing in on her. He shook his head as if to clear it. “You and your friends. Holding up my liquor license. I knew you’d go low, but—”

         She jerked back. “I’m not holding up your liquor license.”

         Good grief—was that what Patty and Dottie were doing? She’d heard murmurs about them trying to stop the bar from opening, but she’d figured they’d discuss it at the Main Street Business Association Meeting next week. Not start pulling in favors with Mayor Horton’s office.

         “They told me at town hall,” Clay sneered. “Said you were one of the ringleaders.”

         That was…actually pretty flattering. Inaccurate, but flattering. She had spearheaded the doomed campaign against the highway construction project and taken the lead on relaunching the Pumpkin Festival. But that last one had required calling in all the favors she had out. Whoever he’d talked to had seriously overestimated her pull.

         She crossed her arms over her chest and squared her jaw. “Well, they need to get their stories straight.”

         “So you’re saying you didn’t try to stop me from opening a bar.”

         “No.” She shifted her weight. “I mean, I considered it, but I was reserving judgment. I like working with people, thank you very much—not going behind their backs.”

         “Sure,” he scoffed.

         “Why would I lie?”

         “I don’t know. Why would you?”

         He was accusing her of things she wasn’t doing again, and she only had so much patience. The heat that flared inside her had started out as attraction, but it was turning into real anger now.

         She threw her hands up in the air. “You tell me!”

         His eyes went stony.

         He pointed an accusing finger at her. “You know, Bug warned me about you people.”

         “Bug?”

         “Hernandez.” He shook his head. “Sal. He was from here.”

         Sal Hernandez, Sal Hernandez…Oh. Oh, she knew that name, why did she—

         Realization smacked her in the face. “Wait, wasn’t he—”

         “Local boy who signed up for the army and never came back? That’s right.” Shadows crossed his eyes, real pain marring his features, and the sudden shift in his stance threatened to take her breath away.

         Right. Sal—Bug—he’d been a few years younger than her, but June had known him—or at least known of him. The articles about his death overseas had been everywhere when it had happened. A year ago maybe?

         “You and Sal…,” she started, trying to piece this together.

         Clay straightened. Raw grief still haunted his eyes, but he was back in the present with her now. “Were best friends.” His jaw flexed, and his voice went rough. “He used to talk about Blue Cedar Falls all the time, over there.”

         “Over there in…”

         “Afghanistan.”

         June swallowed. This was starting to make sense. “You served with him.”

         “I did.” His jaw flexed, and he looked to the side. None of the anger had left his frame, but some of the fire behind it was starting to wane.

         “I’m so sorry.”

         “Stuff happens,” he grumbled.

         “I’m still sorry.”

         “Whatever.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, sniffed once, then returned his attention to her. “Building this bar was his dream. He told me it was going to be a fight, but he was ready to take it on, and I am, too.” He took a deep breath. “But if you and your uptight, underhanded, backstabbing, busybody—”

         “Would you stop already?” June cried out.

         It came out more forcefully than she had meant it to, but at least it finally got his attention.

         His jaw dropped. He picked it up and started to talk again, but she held up a hand, her palm toward him as she pinched the bridge of her nose.

         In her head, she counted down from ten.

         She didn’t know who this man was. She didn’t know why he’d decided to project all his earthly grievances on her. She wasn’t going to let him keep doing it. She was going to say her peace. But she was going to do it kindly. Firmly. And without losing her head.

         Dropping her hand, she fixed him with the no-nonsense gaze she’d honed on her baby sister Elizabeth every time she broke curfew growing up.

         “Thank you for your service,” she said. “I am sorry for your loss.”

         He opened his mouth, and she glared at him until he closed it.

         That was better.

         “I understand that you are angry,” she told him, “and I suspect that you have a right to be. But I have done nothing except kindly introduce myself, bake you a pie, loan you a ladder, and ask if maybe you would consider discussing how the noise levels at your bar are affecting my business.”

         “You—” He stepped forward again, his big body and skin-prickling male scent threatening to derail her, but she shook her head.

         “Uh-uh.” Nope, no sirree, no thank you. It didn’t matter that she could almost literally see the sparks flying between them. She barreled on, her heart pounding against her ribs. She was going to get this out. “And you have been nothing but presumptive and rude and disrespectful to my family and my inn. You asked me if I was going to try to stop you, and I told you I would if I had to, but I prefer it didn’t come to that, and I meant it. You want to build a bar in memory of your friend? Great. You’ll take a lot of flak from Main Street, but great.”

         He scoffed. “So now suddenly you’re on board?”

         “I didn’t say that. But I didn’t say anything against you, either, and you would have known that if you had stopped to ask. Instead, you attacked.” That was what hurt the most. “You could have had an ally. Heck, I might have helped you, if we could have found a way to come together.”

         Sure, there would have been potentially tough negotiations about his business hours and how loud things got, but there were so many possibilities for partnerships. A bar selling drinks at Pumpkin Festival would have been great. She could have done a special promo with him for guests at her inn. Even locals might have taken advantage during the off-season—who wouldn’t love to spend a night out at a neighborhood watering hole and then be able to walk across the street for a good night’s sleep?

         But no.

         “So enjoy doing it all on your own,” she spat. “Since that’s clearly what you’re so intent on doing.” She jabbed a finger at him through the air, narrowly missing grazing his body, they were standing so close. “For what it’s worth, I hope they hold your license up forever.”

         A whole new level of scowl curled his lips, but there was injury in his eyes, too. She’d almost feel bad if he hadn’t been a royal jerk at every opportunity. As it was, she wasn’t taking a word of it back.

         Before he could call her one more name, before the heat crackling through the air between them could sear her any further, she turned on her heels and stalked toward her car.

         The instant she put a few feet of space between her body and his, her head cleared. She could breathe again.

         But as she walked, a sinking feeling gathered in her stomach.

         She’d come to this side of town today to win over support for the festival that was going to help her save her family’s business. Maybe even to make some new friends. She’d succeeded, for the most part.

         She’d also made an enemy.

         As she slammed the door of her car behind her, she bit the inside of her cheek.

         She had a really bad feeling it was an enemy she couldn’t afford.
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