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      There was something magical about the bay at twilight. Not the pixie dust and fairy wings kind of magic, the imaginary kind that left a person wishing for something they couldn’t have. 

      No, this kind of power was very much here, very much within reach. It was a quiet that came over the water after the boats were tucked into the marina and everyone who normally filled the air with their chatter along the boardwalk had gone home. 

      Some people said I had my head in the clouds, that Selena Contreras would never achieve anything extraordinary. Maybe they were right, but tonight I wished for so many things as I lay in the clearing beyond the trees. Beyond the confines of the traditions that dictated what my life would be before I was even born.

      But living along the beautiful Maine coastline made me feel like anything was possible.

      I’d ridden my moped from my family’s orchard down dusty back roads and through town to get to my favorite spot near the bay boardwalk.

      I stared up into the darkening sky. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to see anything save the sweeping beam of the distant lighthouse that turned the dull, gray rocks silver. 

      A sigh rattled from my lungs as I let my body relax into the ground, releasing the strain of another day’s work. I loved my family’s orchard. Some days, I didn’t even mind working my hands to the bone to keep it going. We could only afford minimal help, and it was on the entire family to pitch in, even grandma, though I think she enjoyed it the most. 

      But other days—days when all I felt was a bone-weary ache in my soul—on those days, I wanted something more. 

      As stars began dotting the sky, I listened to the sound of the gentle waves rushing up against the rocks. There weren’t big waves this far into the inlet that led to our little town of Superiore Bay, but as the wind rippled over the surface, it created a tiny splashing that was comforting in its rhythm. 

      The purr of a boat engine nearing the shore had me lifting my head. I recognized that sound. It came from a tiny fishing boat, the only one that would dare venture near the rocks this late in the day when shadows cloaked the shore. 

      Because it was driven by someone who never thought anything would happen to him. Carter Ashford. My best friend. A best friend I wasn’t allowed to have.

      I pushed to my feet, throwing my dark wavy hair over my shoulders before shoving my hands into the pockets of my overalls. 

      The boat ran up onto the only gap in the rocks, a tiny strip of beach Carter and I found years ago, barely large enough for a boat. It was the only place we could see each other without our families hearing of it. 

      The Contrerases and the Ashfords were rivals. We lived on opposite sides of the bay, them in their mansion on the edge of their vineyard and us in our run-down Victorian-style house among the orchards we put our blood sweat and tears into for generations. Grapes verses apples, but the rivalry ran deeper than fruit, though all I knew was the feud dated back several generations before us. 

      Older people could be so childish. 

      Carter hopped out of his boat, dragging it farther onto the beach before climbing up the rocks to the grassy area where I waited. The boardwalk sat behind us, dozens of feet above the rocks and boulders that concealed us from the prying eyes of the town.

      His wide, boyish grin made it hard to keep a stern face, but I did my best. 

      His smile fell only the slightest bit. “Whoa, who died?” 

      I took my hands out of my pockets and crossed my arms. “You do realize it’s getting dark, yes?”

      He blew auburn curls out of his face. “I’ll be fine, Lena.” He threw himself onto the ground with a roll of his eyes. 

      It wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. I sat beside him. “You could get seriously hurt taking your boat out at this time of day. It’s going to be completely dark when you head home.” Only experienced boaters went out at night around here, and few came near the rocks, preferring the well-lit marina instead.

      He shrugged, his nonchalance irritating. “I’ll be fine,” he said again and nudged me. “You worry too much.” 

      I drew my knees up to my chest. “And you don’t worry enough.”

      His smile widened, and I wanted to smack it off his face, but instead, I found myself returning the expression. Carter and I had been friends ever since the first day of the second grade. Over the years, various people from our parents and brothers to random nosy townspeople had many “talks” with us about how it wasn’t appropriate for us to be friends. 

      It wasn’t like I was going to marry the guy. Carter was basically my brother. Not to mention he was an Ashford. As much as I loved him, I could never join that toxic family. 

      Carter threw an arm around me and pulled me into a side hug. “What else was I supposed to do to see my favorite girl? I couldn’t very well drive.”

      The road to our spot led right past the boardwalk shops, and Carter’s Ferrari wasn’t exactly unrecognizable. 

      I sighed, leaning into him. “I just don’t want anything happening to you.” I had very few friends in my life, in part because most people in this town bowed down to the Ashfords who practically owned the very roads they drove on. And then, there was the fact I spent all my free time working for my family. Not exactly the kind of girl people wanted to be friends with. 

      Except for Carter, I’d only ever had one close friend. And she left years ago, and was never coming back. 

      “You seem tired, Lena.” He pulled back to look at me in the way only he did, like he could tell exactly what was going on in my head. I swore, in another life, we were twins separated at birth. 

      “I’m tired.” It was a particularly long week. I’d worked all day every day and then spent the evenings on my own plans. Plans my family would never approve. 

      I got to my knees and crawled over to my little yellow moped. It wasn’t exactly a Ferrari, but it got me where I needed to go. I reached into the bag hanging off the back and pulled out a roll of papers. 

      Returning to Carter, I flattened them on the ground. He pulled out his phone to use as a flashlight, leaning down to look at my drawings. “You did these?” 

      I nodded, nibbling on my lower lip. He was the only person who knew how far into the project I was. My parents still thought it was an abstract idea I’d never actually follow through with. 

      When my grandfather died, he left me his half of the orchard without telling anyone ahead of time. I’d never known why he didn’t give it to my grandma, but now I was an equal partner with my dad, something he still couldn’t wrap his head around. 

      I thought it was time for us to stop barely getting by and make an effort to improve our business. To diversify our income before it dried up completely. 

      Carter flipped through the pages, my drawings of the complex I wanted to build. A cider tasting room. A general store to sell apples and apple-like things. And so much more. 

      “You added a restaurant?” He rubbed his fingers over the stubble that was a constant on his unshaven face. He’d never been one to grow a full beard, but he also wasn’t all about the extra personal grooming. 

      It made him look less like a fancy Ashford, and I liked that about him. 

      His eyes lifted to mine in the dark, and I knew exactly how they appeared. Gray. Intelligent. 

      Some days, I really wanted to love this man. I mean, I did, but not like that. I wished he gave me butterflies, the kind I’d never felt before. Even though it would be way too complicated if he did. 

      “I thought there could be a cafe where we’d serve apple dumplings, hot cider, and the like. Then, a more formal sitting room where people could get fancier dishes like apple braised pork.” 

      “It’s genius.”

      “You think so?” Any time I talked about this dream with my family, they nodded along as if they understood, but they didn’t. Not really. 

      “Lena, the town needs something like this to bring in tourism year round.”

      A smile spread slowly across my lips. “My thoughts exactly.” 

      He continued looking at the drawings, flipping back and forth between them. “Have you shown this to your dad?” 

      I snorted out a laugh. “Because that would go over so well.” 

      “Give the man some credit. He loves you.” Carter was forever lecturing me about my dad. He didn’t really know him since he wasn’t allowed at the house, but from what he’d told me, his relationship with his own father was a lot rockier than mine. The Ashford, as people tended to call the patriarch of Carter’s family, was a force to be reckoned with.

      My dad might not believe in this idea, but his didn’t believe in him. 

      I rolled the papers up and stuffed them back in the bag before returning and lying back on the grassy slope. Carter rested beside me, his face lifted to the sky. 

      A cool wind ruffled through the trees, and I breathed in the fresh, salty air. There was nothing like late spring or summer in Superiore Bay, no comparison. It was only May, but during the day, I could already feel the summer heat.

      “Do you remember the summers in high school?” he asked suddenly.

      I turned my head to look at him, knowing exactly where this was headed. Harper. The girl neither of us quite got over. She’d spent her summers here, and Carter had loved her. Me … well, she was the best female friend I’d ever had, maybe the only true one. 

      And she’d left us eight years ago and never came back. 

      I reached over and threaded my fingers through his. “We’ve got us.” It was what we said whenever anything got real in other parts of our lives. When we felt stuck in a cycle we couldn’t break free of, stuck in lives we didn’t want, we had us. When other people broke our hearts, we had us. 

      “You realize we’re like the Romeo and Juliet of best friends, right?”

      I couldn’t help laughing at his comparison. “Just please don’t die for me.” 

      He squeezed my hand. “I wish we didn’t always have to hide.”

       I knew exactly how he felt. Having Carter in my life was like having a secret lover without the physical aspects. It was like keeping the most important relationship I had from the other people I loved. 

      I scooted closer and rested my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. No one else would ever understand. They wouldn’t get that while we loved each other deeply, we weren’t in love. 

      There were other kinds of closeness. And one day, when I did fall in love, that person would have to let Carter keep a part of me, the best friend part. We were soul mates. 

      “You and I, Lena, we’re more than they say we are.” 

      I hummed in agreement, trying to keep my eyes open. 

      He went on. “Our fathers will see that one day. My brother …” He sighed. 

      I lifted my head. “What did Conner do now?”

      Conner Ashford was the second oldest Ashford sibling, the second of three boys and one girl. He was also kind of a jerk. 

      “Nothing, it’s just … he saw me leaving tonight and interrogated me.”

      “That’s nothing new.”

      “No, but I got so frustrated with him I didn’t hide the direction I went in.” 

      “So, Conner knows you’re here.”

      “He probably assumes.”

      “Will he tell your father?” I asked. 

      He was quiet for a moment. “I never know what he’ll do.”

      Car tires coming up the dirt road had me jerking up. “You have to go.” 

      Carter didn’t have to be told twice. “Love you, Lena.”

      “Love you too.” I pushed him toward the rocks. 

      He jumped over and ran his boat out into the water. I heard the engine start up and prayed he’d make it back to Ashford Estates safely. 

      A beat up red pickup truck stopped next to my moped, and the door opened. I waited for my dad to step out and tell me he’d seen Carter here, but instead, a smaller foot reached for the ground. My grandma hopped out with surprising agility. 

      She walked through the dark to approach me, her arms crossed. “Mija, I’ve been sent to find you for dinner.” I loved my grandma, but I was an adult, and my entire family treated me like I was still a teenager. Sure, I didn’t have to live in the main house anymore, instead living in the converted old bunk house my brother and I fixed up, but I was still expected for dinner, even when that dinner came very late.

      “I was just out here … thinking.” 

      She chuckled softly. “And I’m sure that Ashford boy helps with that.”

      “Gram …” My steps faltered. “Are you going to tell Dad?”

      She studied me for a moment. “Your father has a lot on his mind. He doesn’t need to know everything.” She winked. Winked! I loved this woman. 

      I surprised her with a hug. “Thank you.” If my dad found out I was still spending time with Carter, he’d find a way to put an end to it. And sometimes, it felt like Carter was the best part of my life. 

      How sad was that? Our families hated each other. We were from different worlds. There were absolutely no romantic feelings between us. Yet, the thought of losing him stole the breath from my lungs. 

      Grandma shoved me away from her with a laugh. “Get that bike of yours in the truck.”

      “It’s a moped, not a bike.” 

      She ignored my correction. “We need to get back to the house before Enzo eats all our dinner.” 

      I hauled the moped into the truck bed and climbed in next to her, feeling lighter than I had when I first sought an escape out here with Carter. 

      It was that magic. 

      The magic of the bay at dusk.
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      “What do you expect from me, Dad? Carter’s a grown man, he can do whatever he wants.”

      My father turned his critical gaze on me. I knew what that look meant. I’d been on the receiving end of it my entire life. It was his ‘do as you’re told’ look, but I outgrew that demand at least a decade ago. 

      My younger brother, Carter, not so much. The little coward was hiding somewhere, avoiding another lecture from Dad. 

      “You are my heir, Conner, and the Ashford legacy will be yours to command one day when I’m gone. You need to keep your brothers in line. Keep Carter away from that Contreras girl. The last thing we need is for him to get it in his head to marry that girl—or worse, get her pregnant.”

      I smiled at the thought of a Contreras-Ashford wedding. “He’d do it just to tick you off.” I shuffled through the pile of paperwork on my desk, avoiding my father’s icy gray gaze. He was right. The Ashford empire was mine to run—whether I wanted it or not. Most days I did. The winery was in my blood. The contracts, employees, and the incredible responsibility of it all.

      “Keep your mind on the business, son. You spend too much time with your hybrid crops and that mangy dog of yours and not nearly enough on what matters.”

      I absently reached down to scratch between Duke’s ears. He was not mangy. He was a regal brindled Irish wolfhound with wiry gray, brown, and black fur. About seven feet tall when he stood on his hind legs, and the most loyal dog in the world. He was my best friend. Pathetic. But it was true.  

      “Sure thing, Dad. I’ll talk to Carter about his … associations.” And then, I’ll watch it go in one ear and out the other. 

      “See that you do.” My father stood, his back ramrod straight. “I don’t have the patience for Carter’s rebellions anymore. I don’t know if that boy will ever grow up.”

      “He will, Dad. He just needs to find his own path.” The more Dad came down on Carter, the more Carter pushed back. If they would just stop trying to make each other crazy, my life would certainly improve. 

      My father turned back at the door, scowling at my choice of office space. “And some boys just need a kick in the pants and a little old school discipline to get through to them.”  

      “We’re not cutting him off, Dad. Carter’s not a bad kid.” We’d had this discussion before. Dad thought it would do his youngest some good to have to make his own way without the support of his ample trust fund. I had more confidence in my brother. Carter would figure out his way soon enough. 

      “Yeah, well, he’s not a kid anymore either.” My father stepped out of the barn where I kept my office and left me to my piles of paperwork. 

      After college, when I first started working for Ashford Winery, I worked in the fancy offices in town with my father full time. Since then, as I took on more responsibility, I made it clear I couldn’t tolerate the stuffy executive’s corner suite in town more than necessary. I only worked there part time. For the rest,  the barn right here on the Ashford Estate suited me just fine. I preferred being closer to the vineyards and our workers. I’d also divided the traditional barn space into two sections. The front was my wide-open office space, and the rear of the barn was outfitted with vintage equipment for my winemaking experimentations. 

      It had taken a long time to get my father to understand I wanted to be more hands on in the family business. I wanted to be approachable in ways my father and grandfather before me hadn’t been. 

      “You can come out now,” I called into the shadows at the back of the barn. “He’s gone.” 

      “How’d you know I was here?” Carter shuffled toward my desk, his hands shoved deep into his jeans pockets. 

      “I heard you come in through the back just before Dad came storming in the front. He saw you leaving the bay boardwalk earlier. And we all know you weren’t there for the shopping.”

      “Who says I don’t like shopping?” Carter toed his boot through the fresh hay I’d just laid out in the stalls for Duke.

      “Says everyone who ever met you, Carter.” I looked up with a grin I couldn’t hide. My little brother was many things, but complicated wasn’t one of them. 

      “I buy things.” Carter dropped into the chair in front of my desk wearing his patented cheeky smile, his too long auburn curls bouncing around his face. I envied his laid back life.

      “If it can be ordered from the internet, yes.” I returned to my desk. I needed to finish going through several new purchasing contracts before I could call it a day. “But if it requires you actually stepping into a store—especially the fancy boutiques at the bay boardwalk—it’s not going to happen. So, you were with her again. At your little hiding spot under the boardwalk.” I hated the tone of accusation that entered my voice. I wasn’t Carter’s father. I was barely his employer, but I’d really rather just be his brother. 

      “So what if I was?” Carter rolled his eyes. “The Contrerases are good people, and Selena is my best friend.”

      “You know how our family feels about those people.” I winced at how awful that sounded. Like the Contrerases weren’t good enough for the Ashfords. 

      “Congratulations, brother, you’ve never sounded more like Dad. He’d be so proud. We should call him back and have you reenact that little moment there.”

      “I’m trying to help you.” I sighed. He was right, I sounded like a jerk to my own ears. 

      “They aren’t the enemy.” Carter moved to the edge of his seat. “This whole family feud is a little too Capulets and Montagues, don’t you think?”

      More like the Hatfield and McCoys. I gave a mental shrug. The kid was right. The bad blood between the families was old news. I couldn’t even begin to explain how it all came about. But keeping Carter away from the Contreras girl would make my life easier, and I was all about making my life easier. 

      “Hey, Duke.” Carter grinned as Duke emerged from under my desk. The traitor loved my brother. “You’re looking as handsome and as tall as ever.” 

      Duke was enormous—a gentle giant for sure. He busied himself sniffing Carter’s hair, and since they were at eye level, it made for a strange sight. “I think he likes my cologne.”

      “Duke, enough, go get your teddy.” I pointed to the large bed in the nearest stall where Duke took his afternoon naps. The great gray beast scampered over like a young pup and snatched up his “teddy,” a toddler-sized golden teddy bear he’d had since he was a baby. The eyes were chewed out, and I’d had to stitch it back together more times than I could count. I didn’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to teddy. Duke would be inconsolable. 

      “One of these days, I’m going to dog-nap this guy.” Carter shook his head, smiling at Duke’s antics with teddy. 

      “Trust me, you’d call begging for me to come get him.” I shoved the contracts to the corner of my desk. They could wait until tomorrow. “Just … stay away from the girl. It’s not worth the hassle.”

      “Says the guy with no friends.” Carter glanced up from watching Duke. “You’d sing a different tune if you had a best friend you couldn’t live without.” 

      “You really expect me to believe you’re just friends with this girl?” I sat back against my chair, studying my brother’s face for any sign that he might be lying. I’d known her as long as him, though not nearly as well. She was pretty, and my brother was a sucker for a pretty girl. Especially one that would make our father crazy with rage. 

      “I don’t expect anything from you. Just stay out of my business, and we’re good.” Carter leaned forward just as the phone rang. “You can tell Dad we had the talk, and I’ll behave myself long enough to get him off your back. And mine.”

      I nodded as I reached for the phone. I could live with that arrangement for the time being. 

      “Conner Ashford,” I answered the phone, waving to my little brother as he headed out the door to an evening free of responsibility. I envied his ability to walk away sometimes. Well, most of the time.

      “What can I do for you, Eli?” I’d hoped to be out of the office at a reasonable time tonight, but with a late call from the family lawyer, who was also my cousin, it didn’t look like that was going to happen. 

      “Conner, glad I caught you, there’s been a development on the parcel of land you were hoping to sell.”

      “You have a buyer?” I ran a hand through my hair. It would be good news if Eli had an interested buyer—not that I needed the money. The land was fairly useless to me now. Ever since the Bay Yacht Club acquired the beach front parcel right next to the Ashford property, any plans to develop it had gone on the back burner. Better to let some other developer come in and put up affordable housing or some other less profitable project that would be a waste of my time. It was good land, I just didn’t need it. 

      “Yes,” Eli hedged. “Maybe … it depends.”

      I sighed as I sat down at my desk. “Just get to the point. I’m sure you’re as anxious to get home as I am.” Not that I had anyone to go home to. It was just me and Duke … and the grapes here at Ashford Winery … unless I wanted to spend the evening with Dad and my grandfather, which I did not. 

      “Someone’s interested. She hasn’t put in an official offer yet, but she’s eager. I’m not sure she can scrape together the full market value, but she means to make a decent offer.”

      “Good news, Eli. I don’t care if she can’t come up to full market value. I just want to be rid of the parcel.” And continuing to pay the high property taxes on a useless piece of land was just a bad business decision. “Who’s the buyer?” I grabbed a pen to scribble down the name so I could reach out to her realtor and get the ball rolling. 

      “That’s the thing.” I could hear the hesitation in Eli’s voice. “I need you to keep an open mind here. It’s Selena Contreras.”

      “Are you serious? What do the Contrerases want with more property? They can barely handle the taxes on their lands as it is.” Really, it was only a matter of time before Orchard Hill Farm belonged to the Ashfords. 

      The winery was a big tourist draw. So was the quaint little beach town. But Orchard Hill Farm was also responsible for bringing in tourists during their harvest season. And for the last several years, they’d experienced a disappointing harvest. What could this girl be thinking? Now was a time to trim back the excess and reevaluate her business plans for the future. It was not time to charge forward, buying expensive property she couldn’t afford to do anything with.  

      “She has plans,” Eli said. “Big plans, but that’s all I’m at liberty to say.” 

      If it were just up to me, I wouldn’t care one way or the other if Selena Contreras decided to buy all the land for sale in Superiore Bay. But it wasn’t just up to me. My father would have to agree to sell the land, and he would never sell a blade of grass to a member of the Contreras family.
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      Whenever I went into town with my brother, people tended to stare. Not at me. I was around town a lot, but Enzo rarely got involved in town affairs. A year younger than me, he was also more emotionally invested in the orchard. One day, I hoped he’d be able to take over the running of it while I had my own business. 

      A business that had brought me to town. 

      But his aloofness wasn’t the only reason the people we’d known all our lives stared. My brother was beautiful, at least according to the little old ladies who fueled the gossip magazine in town, the Weekly Wine. Gag me at the name. Did everything in this town have to be about the Ashfords and their perfect wine?

      The magazine had a section called “sightings” where they chronicled where they saw all the town’s golden boys. This included Enzo, Conner Ashford—ugh—a few cops, firefighters, the mayor, and several others. 

      The old ladies lusted after them. It was kind of funny, actually. 

      With his tanned skin, cerulean eyes, and broad muscles built through hard work rather than working out, I’d had to put up with a lot of swooning no sister should ever have to see. 

      I yelped as Enzo grabbed my arm and yanked me toward the alcove in front of the door to Hugga Mugga, the one and only coffee shop in town. 

      “Ow, let go. What’s wrong with you?” 

      Enzo looked behind us and sighed. “Mrs. Peterson was coming our way.” 

      One corner of my mouth curled up. “Your girlfriend?” 

      He groaned. Mrs. Mary Peterson was about seventy and had a habit of saying inappropriate things. I kind of loved her. 

      “If you’re going to make me hide, the least you can do is buy me a coffee.” I pushed open the glass door that showcased the bright and bubbly Hugga Mugga logo. The name was as cheesy as our town. 

      Inside, the place was packed with morning patrons getting their injections of caffeine. I wasn’t much of a coffee drinker, but this place made killer scones. 

      “I’m getting breakfast too.” 

      Enzo rolled his eyes. “And I guess I’m paying for that as well?”

      I linked my arm with his. “You’re such a good brother.” 

      We’d always been close, closer than close. As this town was one to take sides in any dispute as though it was the local sport, it was usually the Contreras kids against the world. 

      Inside, the coffee shop was warm, with dark wooden floors and sky blue walls. I’d always loved it here. Shelby Yin stood behind the counter, looking bored. Her inky black hair was piled high on her head, and pink glasses perched on her nose. I almost asked why she was here and not in school, but then I remembered they had the day off for some teacher training thing. I’d read about it in the Weekly Wine that annoyed me so much. Sue me, I was a customer. 

      I really needed to get out more. 

      “What can I get you?” she asked in a monotone voice. 

      Enzo and I ordered iced mochas and cranberry-orange scones. He paid, and we ducked out into the early morning sun. I checked the time on my phone and realized I’d be a bit early to my meeting with the lawyer. 

      My brother didn’t know why I wanted to come to town, but he’d been dying to get out. He had a few errands to run while I had my meeting, and he hadn’t asked questions. He was good like that. 

      We headed across the street toward the town square and didn’t see them until it was too late. Sitting in a row of chairs near the small gazebo was the gossip posse. That was what Carter and I called them. We’d avoided Mrs. Peterson before, but here she was again, and they’d already seen us. 

      “Selena!” Mrs. Jeffries called. “Selena, come here and bring that brother of yours with you.” 

      I tugged him with me, not wanting to be rude. 

      Along with Mrs. Peterson and Mrs. Jeffries was Mrs. Chapman, my favorite of the bunch. Carter and I had spent a lot of time at her house when her granddaughter Harper Chapman visited in the summers.

      Mrs. Chapman gave us a warm smile. “It’s been a while since I saw one Contreras, let alone two. How are you, dears?” 

      I returned her smile. “Good, thank you.” I elbowed Enzo.

      He cleared his throat. “Fine, fine.”

      “Yes, you are.” Mrs. Peterson’s gaze slid up the length of him, and he fidgeted beside me. 

      Feeling bad for him, I tried to shift the attention to me. “Have you heard from Harper recently, Mrs. Chapman?”

      She smiled at the mention of her successful granddaughter. “She called me just last night. She’s married, you know.” I did know that. We were still friends on social media. “And a reporter for the Boston Globe! I’m so proud of that girl.” 

      I was proud of my old friend too. She achieved the dreams she used to talk about. I just wish she hadn’t had to leave me and Carter behind to do it. Stifling those thoughts, I kept my smile bright. It was all I could do. 

      Mrs. Jeffries met my gaze. “What about you, Selena? Any prospective husbands on the horizon?” 

      Enzo coughed out a laugh, and I “accidentally” stepped on his foot, my smile never wavering. “I’m just focused on my family’s business.”

      “You won’t be young forever, dear. Eventually, those Contreras good looks you both have will turn into this.” She gestured to the three of them. 

      I shook my head. “I would be lucky to age like you beauties.”

      That made her laugh. “You two were always charmers. Tell you what, I have a grandson who lives about an hour from here. That’s not too far, is it?”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard about this grandson. 

      Mrs. Peterson scoffed. “She doesn’t want to marry Hank, Anita. He only graduated high school last year.” 

      Mrs. Jeffries looked offended, but it was the truth. I wasn’t going to date an eighteen-year-old kid. 

      “Plus,” Mrs. Peterson continued, “Glen is more her type.” 

      I wasn’t sure what they thought my type was, but it definitely wasn’t a man ten years my senior who lived with his parents and worked part time, spending the rest of his time playing video games. 

      “Oh, hey,” Enzo said suddenly. “There’s Harrison. I need to have a word with him.” I lifted my eyes to where Harrison Ashford walked down the brick path crisscrossing the wide-open green spaces that made up the square. 

      I wanted to murder my brother as he jogged toward the only Ashford he put up with. Harrison was the mayor of Superiore Bay, so we didn’t really have a choice but to deal with him, but he was also different from his Ashford Estate cousins. 

      I turned my attention back to the ladies in front of me, my eyes catching on the paper in Mrs. Chapman’s hands. “Is that a new issue of the Weekly Wine?” 

      “Sure is, honey. I’m done with it if you’d like to see it.” 

      “Thank you.” I took it from her. “I must be on my way. I have a meeting this morning.” 

      After waving goodbye, I headed toward the row of shops along the Boulevard, which was what we called the main drag around the square. 

      I didn’t have time to read much of the gossip before stepping into Bath Babes, my favorite shop. It was owned by an elderly woman named Candice Fletcher. I didn’t know her well, but the store sold my favorite candles. 

      The bell above the bright yellow door chimed as I stepped inside, and I was immediately assaulted with a tantalizing combination of scents from the section of candles to my right. This place sold everything homemade. Candles, soaps, environmentally friendly cleaners. 

      I knew after my meeting with the lawyer I was going to need my favorite calming scent. It was a candle they simply called “Relax,” a mix of vanilla, chamomile flowers, and mint. 

      I didn’t talk to the other patrons. Other than the gossip posse, most of them didn’t speak to me. That would require betraying their Ashford overlords. 

      Mrs. Fletcher smiled at me as I walked toward the counter with the candle, but then, she smiled at everyone. I wasn’t sure I’d ever met anyone else who was quite as nice as her. 

      “You do love these, don’t you?” She laughed. 

      I went through a lot of candles. “Nothing else can calm me down quite so quickly.” 

      “You’re wound a little tight, Lena.” She reached for a basket of bath bombs on the counter. “I’m going to throw one of these in. Try it. I promise, it’ll be the best thing you’ve ever done for yourself. A little self-care.”

      I wasn’t really one for self-care, or bubble baths, but I smiled in thanks. 

      Looping my bag over one arm, I left the shop. As I walked, I opened up the copy of the Weekly Wine Mrs. Chapman had given me. 

      It was mostly the usual gossip. Old Mr. Franklin, who manned the lighthouse at Superiore Point, was apparently dating a woman from Hidden Cove—a treasonous betrayal to most of Superiore Bay. My eyes scanned the gossip, some of it making me chuckle. Had Matt Davidson really streaked through the town square two nights ago? 

      It was probably a celebration for one of the high school sports teams busy wrapping up their season. 

      When I got to the sightings section, I nearly stopped breathing. 

      
        
        Sighted: Carter Ashford, motoring across the inlet to meet with Selena Contreras. Will we have a joining of the two rival families?

        

      

      Oh no. I was lucky my parents didn’t read this stuff, but someone in Carter’s family likely did, and the news would get to his father, a man who terrified me. 

      I looked up just in time to see Conner Ashford walking toward me and ducked into the nearest doorway. Maybe he hadn’t seen me. But now, I had a problem. I couldn’t go back out there and walk to the lawyer’s office. Not without running into Conner. 

      I glanced at the door I stood in front of. The Rusty Spoon. Perfect. Pulling out my phone, I dialed the lawyer’s personal cell. I’d known him most of my life and rarely called his office. He was an old friend of my brother’s but also another Ashford cousin. 

      “Lena, aren’t you supposed to be in my office right about now?”

      “Hey, Eli.” I leaned back against the brick next to the door. “Change of plans. Think you can meet me at the diner?” 

      Most people would say no during the work day, but Eli only laughed. “Which of my cousins are you avoiding?”

      Eli knew my family too well. “Conner.”

      “Well, you’re lucky I’m hungry. You’re buying me breakfast.”

      “Yeah, sure. I’m already here. See you soon.” I hung up and slid my phone into my purse, taking my eyes off the sidewalk just long enough to miss someone walking up to me. 

      I sensed him as one sensed a predator and lifted my eyes slowly, my breath catching in my throat. 

      There, standing in front of me was my least favorite person in this tiny little town. Conner Ashford was powerful, dangerous, but no matter how much his eyes hardened when he looked at me, I refused to be scared of him. 

      I refused to bow down and kiss his feet like everyone else did. 

      And I was sure he hated me for it.
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