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      For the second time in my life, I was leaving behind a place I loved. Boston had been my home for eight long years, and I thought I’d live there for many more. The culture, the nightlife, even the smell of the city was imprinted on me.

      And also ruined for me.

      I wiped away tears that refused to quit falling and gripped my steering wheel tighter. Harper Chapman was nothing but a joke in Boston now. The girl who’d gotten in over her head, trusted the wrong man, and had everything swept out from under her feet. That was me. The reporter no one took seriously anymore.

      All because of him.

      And the worst part was I’d loved him. I wouldn’t have married him otherwise.

      Now, everything I owned was stuffed into my little Honda, a car neither my ex-husband nor my parents approved of. Well, none of them had a say now, did they?

      I could still hear my mother’s voice in my head when I told her about Garret’s affair. “Well, men will be men, honey. Learn to look the other way.”

      Divorce was a dirty word in my family’s elite Boston circle. Infidelity was a habit. Men had needs, as my mother put it. So do I, Mom. I needed something different from the life they’d pushed me into.

      I loved my job, adored it, really. I’d spent my entire life wanting to be a reporter. My father’s connections got me my first job after college, and everyone knew it, but I was still good at it.

      Until they hired him.

      The moment one of Boston’s most famous reporters came to manage the Boston Globe, I’d felt incompetent in his presence. Twenty years my senior, he was distinguished, dignified. And I fell head over heels for him.

      The sound of my phone ringing snapped me from my daze. Keeping my eyes on the road, I tapped the screen on my stereo without looking at the name. “Harper Chapman here.”

      “You’ve already changed your name back?” Garret said, his voice sliding over me with warmth, the way it always had. I shook off the feeling.

      “Seemed appropriate.” My hands gripped the steering wheel more tightly.

      His sigh came through the speaker. “I wish you’d rethink your resignation.”

      We already had this discussion before I left. “I’m sorry if I no longer take your wishes into account.”

      “Harper.” His tone when he said my name was condescending, exasperated. “Don’t be like this.”

      “Like what, Garret? Like the scorned wife who found you in your office kissing another woman? Don’t be like that?”

      “I thought we talked about this.”

      “We did. And I decided it was best to remove myself from the situation until I could sit in the same office with my boss without wanting to punch him in the face.”

      The jerk chuckled. “I always liked that fire in you.”

      I knew he did. He said it was what drew him to me in the beginning. But those memories needed to be locked away. “I’m not coming back to work.”

      That was what he really wanted. I doubt he was broken up about the divorce, but I was the paper’s top human-interest reporter, garnering the most online reads for six months running, even with the awful stories he assigned me.

      He needed me.

      Too bad I no longer cared.

      “At least tell me where you are.”

      Superiore Bay came into view, its familiar downtown shops bringing me back to a million years ago. “Goodbye, Garret.” I hung up before he could say anything else.

      Driving into this town was like traveling back in time to when everything was simple, everything was easy. To when I spent summers with the one family member who’d ever understood me, who’d ever cared to try.

      And the two best friends I’d ever had.

      Over the years, I tried to forget those summers. I got busy with college and internships and then my career. My grandmother visited Boston for Christmases, but I didn’t visit her like I used to. Now that I was coming back, I knew it would mean seeing other people who were best left in the past.

      It was early afternoon as I drove along the boulevard, passing restaurants that held my memories. The Rusty Spoon was packed with the late lunch crowd. Hugga Mugga, the coffee shop I loved to people watch in, was as busy as ever.

      Townspeople walked across the square, stopping to chat, waving to each other. It was so very different from the city. I’d almost forgotten how much.

      I pulled up outside a light blue, two-story home with a wrap-around front porch. Tears burned my eyes, but this time, they weren’t for everything I’d left behind.

      No house had ever felt like home except the one before me now. This was where I spent hours with my best friend, Lena, lying on the perfectly manicured front lawn, staring up into blue skies.

      I hesitated before stepping out of my car. My fingertips drifted along the white wooden fence with chipped paint, and I pictured Carter Ashford painting it one summer, sweat dripping down his bare chest. I’d thought he was the most beautiful boy in the world.

      I’d thought I loved him.

      Me, him, and Lena were a unit. For three months every year, they let me into their friendship. And then, I left them behind. I chose a life that didn’t include them.

      The front door opened, and all the breath rushed out of me at the sight of my grandma coming down the steps. She swept me into her arms and squeezed. “I thought you weren’t coming until tomorrow.”

      I hugged her back, finally letting myself relax. “Everything was packed, so there was no reason to wait.”

      She leaned back, keeping her hands on my shoulders. “Let me look at you.” A smile curved her lips. “You look liberated.”

      Leave it to Grandma. I knew how I must really look. Tear-stained cheeks, red eyes. I looked sad. And tired. But she wouldn’t see that, not her.

      “Come inside out of this heat. We’ll get your things later.” In Boston, I’d never have left anything in my car, but here in Superiore Bay, I knew it was safe.

      I was safe. It was an odd feeling.

      Walking into the house was like peeking into a time capsule. Nothing had changed. The hallways were lined with the same floral wallpaper. The wooden shoe rack where I left my sandals hadn’t moved an inch.

      And the smell. “Did you make banana bread?”

      Grandma smiled. “I was preparing for you to get here. There are a few more things I need to make. We’ll also need to get fresh sheets on your bed, and I did a load of towels I bought for your bathroom, so they’ll need folded.”

      I couldn’t help wrapping her in a side hug. “Thank you.”

      It was the first time in so long anyone acted like they wanted me around, and I needed it. I needed the comfort this town, and this home, had always given me.

      Grandma patted my arm. “Did Boston make you soft, girl? The Harper I know is all sass.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not soft, just … being here … it’s bringing back memories, making me sentimental.”

      We walked into the airy kitchen I’d always loved so much. Some of my best memories were of sitting on a stool, helping Grandma make her famous meatballs. Wide windows behind the sink let light fall over the dark wooden floors and black granite countertops.

      Two loaves of banana bread sat cooling on a rack.

      An archway led to the living room, where sadness crept in. That had been my grandpa’s zone. He used to sit in his recliner, reading all day, and Grandma let him. But he’d always had time for me.

      “You got rid of the recliner.” And the couch was new. It was the first change I detected.

      Grandma stepped up beside me. “It was time.”

      Grandpa died over five years ago. At the time, I was overseas on the biggest assignment of my career and hadn’t made it back for the funeral.

      I looped my arm through hers. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

      She smiled sadly. “He would have wanted you to keep pursuing your dreams instead of sitting there mourning him.” Her hand patted mine, and she stepped away.

      “Now, I know you want to get settled in. You didn’t tell me how long you’re staying, but you’re welcome for as long as you’d like.”

      “Thanks, it’ll just be until I figure out where to go next.”

      She pursed her lips. “Okay, well, I’m assuming Carter will be over soon since you’re back. We can make him unpack your car.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her the truth. Carter didn’t know I was coming. I’d have to face him at some point, I knew that, but I just didn’t want it to be while my heart was shattered into a million pieces.

      I needed to get myself together first.

      We never forgot our first loves, even if they didn’t last. But Carter was more than that. He represented the best part of my life, the break I’d gotten each summer from my parents’ expectations, the rules of their world.

      Running a hand over my shoulder-length brown hair, I tried to think of a way to explain it to my grandma. Instead, I turned away from her. “It’s okay. I can unpack myself.”

      When I stepped out onto the front porch, the summer heat hit me, but it wasn’t stifling like it was in the city. A cool breeze filtered through the air, lifting the hair off the back of my neck.

      I closed my eyes and breathed in Superiore Bay. This place wasn’t perfect. It was everything one could expect of a small coastal Maine town. There were no secrets here, no where to hide. And yet, there also wasn’t a need to.

      Even if it wasn’t perfect, it was home.
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      Why can’t you be more like your brother?

      I’d heard those words so many times they were permanently etched in my brain. I had my answers too, but none I could speak out loud.

      Because I didn’t have a permanent stick up my rear.

      Because I didn’t want wine to be my life.

      Because I didn’t know who I was.

      That last one was my greatest secret. I knew what the town thought of me. The rebel Ashford. Carter was trouble, he didn’t care about anything.

      Maybe I was. Maybe I didn’t.

      I wasn’t sure. What I did know was that I wanted the chance to figure out what I was truly meant to do in this life. Both my brothers had figured it out. Conrad was a vet, running the Corolla horse sanctuary. And Conner only ever wanted to make wine.

      Like our father. The man standing in front of me with blazing anger in his eyes.

      I shrugged nonchalantly, like I always did, showing him his ire didn’t bother me. It was my go-to defense mechanism.

      His jaw tightened. “Carter, I’m tired of you being a stain on the family name.”

      “I could change my name if that would make you feel better.”

      “Careful, kid,” my grandfather warned. He wouldn’t stand up to my dad, but he wanted to, and that counted for something.

      I straightened to my full height, which happened to be a few inches taller than the man some of our employees had nicknamed “The Ashford,” as if saying his first name was some kind of curse.

      The man was intimidating to most people, but I saw him for what he was. A man with a deep need to control everyone and everything around him. It was sad, really, how unhappy he was.

      At this point, I hardly remembered what we were arguing about. Probably what a disappointment I was.

      Oh, and I may have lost us a big distribution client.

      Oops.

      But seriously, it was my dad’s fault for sending me to the meeting when I had no sales skills to speak of. One day, he’d learn to stop forcing me into the business.

      “They’ll come back once you smooth things over.” I crossed my arms.

      Dad’s eyes narrowed. “You flirted with the man’s wife.”

      My cheeks reddened. Okay, it hadn’t been my lack of skills that lost the client, more like the fact I had too many skills. “In my defense, I thought she was his daughter. She’s like thirty years younger than him.”

      Dad’s face turned so red I worried he’d explode and make a mess all over the books he never read in his study.

      “This would have never happened if I’d sent Conner.”

      My chest ached with the reminder of how I couldn’t possibly measure up to my father’s expectations. I hated myself for letting his words affect me. “Yes, the Conner that has fallen for the one girl you forbid him to see.”

      I instantly regretted my words. Conner’s girlfriend, Lena Contreras, was my best friend. What bothered me was how I’d had to hide my friendship with her for years, but Conner’s relationship with her was just accepted now as inevitable.

      Figured.

      Dad took a step toward me, his dark eyes peering into mine. “You are an Ashford, Carter. That comes with expectations. I will decide what to do with you, but right now, get out of my house.”

      I stared at him for a moment, trying to see how serious he was. I knew it was a bit pathetic that I still lived in my father’s house in my twenties, but that was what our family did. It wasn’t only his; it had been in our family for generations.

      Plus, there was enough room so we never had to run into each other.

      Except right now, he wanted me out.

      “Fine.”

      I passed my grandfather as he tried to say something, not letting him get it out. Digging in my pocket, I retrieved my keys and rushed down the stairs to the grand foyer. I pushed out the front door, thundering down the drive to my Ferrari, a shining beacon waiting to take me to safety. She was a beauty.

      I barely breathed until I was resting against the leather seats. Dark auburn curls fell in my eyes, and I blew them away as I started the engine, sighing at the familiar roar.

      I spent my life avoiding my father for this very reason. He had the ability to rattle me like no one else. And there was only one person who could calm me down once I was rattled.

      Peeling out of the drive and through the gates, I headed across the Superiore Bay Bridge toward Orchard Hill Farms. The extensive apple orchard stretched into the distance, a beauty so different from our vineyards and also the same. They both held the same kind of peace.

      Only months ago, I couldn’t drive right up to Lena’s place. We had to meet in secret, where neither her parents nor mine could find us. We still had our spot near the boardwalk where we shared some of the best moments I’d had in years.

      Now, our families grudgingly accepted that our generation was not going to continue the ages old family feud between the Contreras’ and the Ashfords’.

      I jumped out of my car when I got there and knocked on the bunkhouse door before yanking it open. “Lena?” I stepped inside and froze.

      Lena and Conner were on the couch together, asleep. I stared at them for a long moment, wondering if things would ever be the same now that she was with my perfect older brother—both in their personal lives and in business.

      The two of them had been working nonstop lately, and I knew they were exhausted, so I didn’t have the heart to wake them. They deserved their calm, even if my turmoil never stopped.

      Heading back out to my car, I waved to Lena’s brother Enzo, who was just coming in from the orchard. I turned back toward the dusty roads that would take me out of town.

      Part of me wanted to keep driving and never look back. To shed the yoke of the Ashford name and make a new life for myself. One where I could succeed on my own merits, find something I was good at.

      But I’d never had the courage to take a step like that.

      Sometimes, when life weighed me down, I drove up the coast, letting the ocean ease my nerves. But a drive wasn’t going to help me today, not when I felt so sorry for myself.

      I turned back and headed toward the main square, where my favorite food truck would sate me with cheese.

      I parked and walked up to the Cheddar Chariot, thankful there wasn’t a line. Mallory’s bright smile greeted me.

      “Carter, what can I get for you?”

      Mallory was a genius with grilled cheese, and I’d learned they could cure anything. “Got a special today?”

      She grinned wickedly. “You betcha. Can I surprise you?”

      I nodded. “And one of Mrs. Anderson’s pickles.”

      “Hunter,” she called. “Can you ring Carter up?”

      Mallory’s co-owner, Hunter, appeared, a more subdued smile on his face. “Hey, man. That’ll be nine dollars.”

      I passed over a twenty. When he made change, I put it in the tip jar and went to wait at one of the white plastic tables nearby.

      The square was busy, and though people glanced my way, they generally left me alone. I wondered if they could tell it was what I needed.

      Mallory set a plate in front of me. “Four cheeses, prosciutto, with jalapeño chutney.”

      “That’s sounds absolutely disgusting.”

      She took a seat opposite me. “Trust me.”

      I did. I took a bite. At first, it tasted strange, but then all the flavors hit me and I quickly took another.

      Mallory nodded in satisfaction. “Now, you can tell me why you’re here in the middle of the day instead of at the office.”

      Mallory and Hunter had both worked for my father at Superiore Bay Winery. Hunter was fired, and Mal quit for various reasons. It was the best thing they could have done because their food truck was now a staple of Superiore Bay.

      “You know I hate being there.” I’d spent a lot of time over the last few months eating Mallory’s concoctions. In that same time, my father started demanding more of my involvement in the business.

      That would probably come to an end now.

      Mallory pinned me with a look.

      I swallowed. “What?”

      “Who is she?”

      I laughed at that. “You think this is about a woman?” I hadn’t seriously dated anyone since high school, since I was shown even good things can’t last. “It’s not a woman.”

      It sort of was. If I’d just kept my flirting to myself, the distributor might not have thrown me out and canceled the contract. Then, my dad would have one less reason to hate me.

      She sighed. “It’s The Ashford then.”

      I took another bite, not answering her.

      “Carter, he’s a jerk. We all know it. You can’t take anything he says seriously.”

      “He’s also my father.”

      “That doesn’t mean his words should hold any more weight.”

      “Hello, dears.” Mrs. Abernathy stopped at the edge of our table.

      I had to hold back a groan. “Hi, Mrs. A. How are you today?”

      “Well, you know, it’s a lovely day for people watching.”

      I knew what that meant. She was looking for gossip to send into the Weekly Wine, the town’s newspaper that really just spread rumors.

      “It sure is.” Mallory smiled up at her. “It was lovely to see you.”

      I suppressed a grin at the dismissal.

      When she left, I laughed. “Well, looks like you and I will be the next couple in the sightings section.”

      “Hunter,” she yelled. “I’m running away with Carter Ashford.”

      “Good choice,” he called back, waving from the truck.

      She laughed and stood. “I should get back. Just remember, your opinion of you means more than your father’s.”

      As she walked away, I started to wonder what that opinion was.

      Movement on the far sidewalk caught my eye, and I smiled. My favorite relative meandered, as if she had nowhere to be. I checked the time on my phone, realizing the high school had let out almost an hour ago.

      Dumping my empty plate in the trash, I ran to catch up with my cousin.

      “Em!” I called.

      She didn’t hear me, lost in her own world as usual.

      “Emery.” I grabbed her arm, and she pivoted on one foot, rotating to bring her knee up to my side.

      Pain spiraled through me, and I fell onto my butt.

      Her jaw dropped open as she looked at me and yanked ear buds out of her ears. “Carter, I’m so sorry.”

      I winced as I stood. “Well, someone has been practicing their self-defense.” Her mom was big on her kids being able to protect themselves.

      My dad thought money solved everything.

      I’d only gotten to know Emery and her brothers to spite my father since he’d forbidden it after a falling out with his brother. Then, I’d found out I enjoyed spending time with them more than my own siblings.

      Emery was looking at me expectantly, and I realized I hadn’t said anything. “Oh, I was just saying hi. I saw you walking and really needed to talk to someone who was related to me and didn’t hate me.”

      Her confusion turned to sadness, and I knew she understood. She didn’t really know my father, but I’m sure hers had told stories.

      “Dad is cooking out on the grill tonight. Want to come?”

      I didn’t mention that I’d just eaten because it sounded like everything I needed. “Okay.”

      Emery rolled her eyes and gripped my arm to drag me with her. “I’m sorry about your side.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      One corner of her mouth curved up, and she pushed strawberry blond hair over her shoulders. “I’m really not.”

      “Brat.”

      “Slacker.”

      I slid an arm over her shoulders, wondering what it would have been like having this kind of relationship with any of my siblings. Instead, Dad pitted us against each other. I didn’t want to be in competition with Conner or to envy Conrad for getting out.

      And my sister… well, none of us knew Jorgina anymore since she hadn’t come home since she left for college.

      Welcome to the Ashford family.
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      I ran along the beach, the sound of Garret’s laughter trailing behind me.

      “Catch me if you can!” I charged through the Hawaiian surf, playfully dodging my husband’s grasp.

      I startled myself awake with the sound of my happy laughter. Confused, I glanced around the strange room, forgetting for a moment where I was.

      Grandma’s. I rolled onto my back with a groan. My room was the same as it was when I used to spend every break from school here. I still had posters on the walls, and seashells I’d gathered from the beach lined my bookshelves housing the books I’d outgrown ages ago.

      I wiped my eyes, trying to get the image of my last vacation with Garret out of my head. It was only last year we’d gone to Hawaii. It was the first time since our honeymoon that we’d taken time off work together.

      Now, just months later, I was in my childhood bedroom, contemplating how soon I could get a divorce. It was over. We’d been happy once, but it was no secret my soon-to-be ex-husband had a wandering eye. He liked to flirt. I’d never held it against him until he’d given me a reason not to trust him.

      It wasn’t like I hadn’t thought about forgiving him for his slip-up. I knew when I married him he wasn’t perfect. If I thought we truly had a future together, I could forgive him for the infidelity. It was just a kiss after all—that I saw. But for a long time, I had questioned whether we were right for each other. Plus, it made me wonder about the things I hadn’t seen, things I might not forgive so easily.

      I rolled over onto my stomach, blowing a strand of hair out of my face. That was why I was here, I supposed. To figure out what was next for me. A single divorcee at twenty-eight? With a fresh start laid out before me? Or a married woman, with a husband I’d never fully trust again? One I blamed for the lack of upward momentum in my career.

      Garret liked to keep me just successful enough so I was happy with my job, but never so successful as to eclipse him. Did I want to be with someone who would hold me back like that?

      Shaking thoughts of Garret out of my head, I sat up, running my hands through my messy chestnut brown hair. I could use a shower, but that would require caring. Right now, coffee was more important.

      I threw on a pair old shorts and a soft green cardigan over my t-shirt before I headed downstairs to see what Grandma was baking. She baked most mornings, and I could do with a few slices of her banana bread. All problems could be fixed with Grandma’s banana bread and iced coffee.

      “There she is!” Grandma was all smiles for me when I joined her in the crowded kitchen.

      “Hi.” I pulled my sweater around me and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Didn’t realize we had a full house.”

      I turned to head back upstairs to make myself more presentable. I could just hear my mother now. “A proper young woman always looks her best before she leaves her room, no matter what she has planned for the day.” My mother was not into yoga pants and sweatshirts.

      “Oh, you look just fine.” Grandma coerced me back into the kitchen. “You’re still the prettiest one in this room.”

      “That’s not saying a whole lot, Bev.” Mrs. Peterson chuckled, and the other ladies burst out laughing.

      Grandma and her besties: Mrs. Jeffries, Mrs. Peterson, and Mrs. Abernathy. Otherwise known as the town gossips.

      “Somebody get this girl some coffee.” I climbed up on the bar stool with a smile for my grandma and her closest friends.

      “From what I hear, you need something a bit stronger than coffee.” Mrs. Abernathy smirked as she filled a mug for me.

      “It’s not even nine, Mrs. Abernathy.” I let a teasing tone of shock into my voice.

      “It’s five o’clock somewhere,” Mrs. Peterson said.

      “Let’s start with banana bread and coffee, and I’ll work my way up to the hard stuff.”

      “Fresh from the toaster with butter, just the way you like it.” Grandma slid a plate in front of me.

      “Now, tell us all about that fancy newspaper you’ve been running in Boston.” Mrs. Jeffries hopped onto the seat next to me.

      I snorted into my coffee. “Definitely not running it.” My husband… my ex, would have a fit at the very idea of me in his job. “I write for the paper, Mrs. Jeffries.”

      “And your articles are the best thing in that rag if you ask me.” Grandma moved to take a pan of roasting vegetables from the oven. Butternut squash, onions, and acorn squash for her famous butternut squash soup.

      “Your grandma has clipped every article you’ve ever written.” Mrs. Abernathy sipped her coffee.

      “Of course I have.” Grandma lifted her chin proudly. “Though, that husband of yours would do well to give you a decent assignment every once in a while. That last story you did on the surge in the seal population on the Eastern seaboard was a puff piece if I’ve ever seen one.”

      “Ex-husband, Grandma.” I fiddled with my mug, wondering what she really thought of my impending divorce. She’d married my grandfather when she was eighteen, and they’d been happy together every day of their long marriage.

      She was lucky.

      “What happened there?” Mrs. Abernathy asked.

      “You lasted twelve minutes, June.” Grandma dusted her pan of roasting vegetables with coarse sea salt, turning to shove them back in the oven to slow cook for the rest of the morning. “We talked about this.” Grandma slammed the oven door, turning with her hands on her bony hips.

      “I deviated from your list of pre-approved topics of discussion.” Mrs. Abernathy drained her coffee cup, and I wondered if she’d added a little something to it.

      “It’s fine, Grandma.” I nibbled at a crusty edge of banana bread. “We are taking some time apart. For the moment.”

      “And?” Mrs. Abernathy pushed. “That can’t be it.”

      “He kissed someone else, and I don’t know if I want to move forward with our marriage.” I shrugged, knowing I wouldn’t get out of this that easy.

      “A kiss? That’s all?” Mrs. Peterson giggled, slapping her hand over her mouth. “I mean, that’s awful, but it could be a lot worse.”

      “It’s not the kiss.” I sighed, settling in for the grilling. Even though that moment felt like the final straw with Garret. I’d heard it from so many people, that a kiss meant nothing. But it did. It meant plenty.

      “Then, what is it, girl?” Grandma slapped a box of chocolate macaroons on the counter. Great, we were already moving on to the hard stuff. I could eat the entire box myself and not even feel guilty for not sharing. Grandma’s macaroons were like magic little clouds of chocolate pillows with creamy chocolate centers.

      Four hands went into the box at once, and I smiled, glad my crappy marriage was a source of entertainment for Grandma and her friends. At least it was good for something.

      “I don’t know.” I shoved a macaroon in my mouth, the whole darn thing. It was delicious.

      “Nice trick.” Grandma leaned against the counter, pouring another round of coffee. “You know we’re just going to wait for you to chew.”

      I snorted, spraying crumbs everywhere. I loved these women. They were nosy. They were rude and smart-mouthed, but they were the best people I knew.

      “Fine. I surrender.” I swallowed, choking down the macaroon with a gulp of coffee. “I don’t know if I want to be married, period.” I glanced around the room at the older women who’d all spent more than half of their lives married to men they loved and respected.

      The room grew silent, and for one terrifying moment, I thought I’d hurt their feelings.

      “I hear that.” Mrs. Jeffries lifted her mug to her lips, and the other ladies laughed.

      “We needed husbands back when we were your age,” Mrs. Peterson said. “It was expected of our generation, but you girls today have options we never had. If you don’t love Garret enough to stay with him forever—if he doesn’t respect you enough to treat you as an equal in your job and in your marriage, to stay faithful to you—then don’t stay in a marriage that no longer works for you, dear.” She placed a hand over mine. “Marriage is sacred, but it’s a two-person job.”

      Tears welled in my eyes, and I shook my head. “How do you get that, and he doesn’t?”

      “Because he’s a man, dearie. Sometimes, you’re like me and you get a good one the first time around. And sometimes, you just need a do-over. There’s nothing wrong with second chances.”

      “Cheers to that.” Grandma lifted her mug, and her friends followed suit, waiting for me to lift my cup to join their toast.

      “Thanks, ladies. I missed you all.”

      “Now that you’re back, don’t be a stranger,” Mrs. Abernathy said, pacing to the door to pick up the morning paper. “News is here, girls.” She tossed the Boston Globe on the stack of mail by the door and laid a fresh copy of the Weekly Wine on the counter.

      “What’s the latest, June?” Grandma asked, peering over her glasses at the local paper.

      “Things with Selena and Conner are heating up.” Mrs. Abernathy smoothed a hand across the paper. “Those two are going to get married soon. I just know it.”

      “Not until that place of hers is open and running,” Mrs. Peterson said. “I heard it was going to take at least a year to build it, maybe two. If I know Selena, that girl isn’t going to settle down until she’s good and ready.”

      “What business?” It was so strange to hear about Selena Contreras like she was a stranger when she’d been one of my best friends growing up. And to find out she was with Conner Ashford? That did not sound like the Lena I knew. With the exception of Carter Ashford, she hated that family.

      “She’s expanding Orchard Hill Farm, building a slew of new stores and restaurants. It’s going to be a real attraction when it opens.”

      “Oh my, Mallory and Hunter might be expecting!” Mrs. Abernathy set the paper down. “It’s not confirmed, but someone saw her shopping for a basinet.”

      “It could be for a friend’s baby shower. Let’s not get excited yet,” Mrs. Jeffries said. “Can you imagine those two raising a baby in that Cheddar Chariot of theirs?” She and the others laughed.

      “And it sounds like Conrad Ashford broke up with that awful girl he was seeing from Hidden Cove.”

      “Why is she awful?” I asked, knowing what the answer would be.

      “She’s from Hidden Cove.” Four sets of eyes turned on me, looking at me like I’d lost my mind.

      “Right, I forgot about the rivaling towns of southern Maine.” I reached for the paper. “What is this garbage anyway? The gossip section?” I flipped through the few pages that made up Superiore Bay’s weekly newspaper. “Wait, that’s it?” I turned back to the front page where pictures of Selena and Conner dining at a local bistro stared back at me. How was this news?

      “Where’s the rest of it?”

      “Oh, honey, the Weekly Wine has been struggling for years. The people who run it now work as volunteers.” Grandma took the “paper” from me. “Why don’t you go grab a shower, and we’ll have lunch ready by the time you come back down?” She passed the paper to Mrs. Peterson, careful to smooth out the pages I’d wrinkled.

      “All right, Grandma. I’ll be back later, but we’re talking about that rag you call a newspaper.” I grabbed a fistful of macaroons and my cup of coffee and left the old ladies to their gossip.
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