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      One woman. One case of self-denial. One hunky best friend who wants a lot more.
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      Watching the man she thought she'd marry tie the knot to someone else spurs small-town waitress, Mandy Mattson, to finally pursue her dreams of opening her own restaurant.

      But she can't do it alone. . .

      Mandy's going to need the help of her sexy, long-time best friend, Frankie Smith. He has everything she needs--and more. She fell for him years ago, but has never allowed their friendship to evolve into something more. After all, he's "Frankie fall-off-the-tower Smith,” and she has no intention of giving her heart to a dare devil like him. But what happens when Frankie asks Mandy to take the biggest dare of all?
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      Mandy Mattson stood behind an elm, watching the church, her feet turning to nicely pedicured ice blocks due to the slush seeping through her designer boots. The old teak doors swung open and the bride and groom burst into the spring sunshine smiling at each other like they were the only ones in the small town of Blueberry Springs.

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

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

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

      She winced as an idea struck her core. If everyone worth snapping up was snapped up … did that imply she wasn’t worth snapping up? Well, obviously not by the man she’d been with for eight years and had hopelessly chased for the past three and a half. That stupid kiss he’d given her two years ago had given her unrealistically high hopes. She was embarrassed how she’d acted, following him around, setting her kitchen on fire--well, that had been an accident--and basically, trying to respark the connection they’d once had. Although, she was only embarrassed because it hadn’t worked. And a little bit because she’d done some foolish things in an attempt to keep him at her side--and failed. Publicly.

      She’d been trusting enough to believe that he was The One and that he’d felt the same way about her. But the truth was, you didn’t know if a man was a lemon until you test drove him for a while. And even then he could still surprise you and dump your designer-clad butt cheeks on the side of the road. Or worse still, you could end up like her parents who hadn’t realized they’d chosen a lemon until it was way too late.

      And, sue her but the idea of test driving another man felt like too much work in her current frame of mind.

      Mandy stood, stretching her tingling leg as the limo swung around for another toot-toot drive-by. Son of a …

      She dashed behind another shrub and ignored the light rustling beside her as she kept an eye on the car. Another rustle-rustle and she glanced over at Mrs. Everett’s cat, Fluffy, who was prancing like she had to pee.

      The whole outdoors is yours, kitty.

      Wait one second …

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

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

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

      Not caring if anyone across the street saw her, she stalked deeper into the square, eyes streaming. She’d be lucky if she only smelled into next week and not the rest of her life. She’d be turning off diners at Benny’s Big Burger and get herself fired from the highest tipping restaurant in town. And without Benny’s she’d be exactly…nothing. Her status would officially become a small town nobody waiting for true love to come along and save her from a humiliatingly lonely and meaningless existence.

      So not her style, but she could see her future gliding that way as though it was being guided to a runway lit up at night: land here! She needed to do something--anything--to modify that flight plan. But first she had to deal with the present crisis of eau de skunk.

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

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

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

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

      “Mandy! What on earth?” Frankie hollered through the door.

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

      “Stay out of here. I’ll never get the smell out!”

      Teary-eyed, Mandy gave the warped door a shove. The lock clicked into place and the sounds of Frankie scrambling on the other side sifted through. She slumped onto the small step. Now what? Living above the flower shop she was certain the owner would catch wind of her new aroma and kick her out for stinking up the building--at least until she smelled right again. Nobody wanted their shop smelling like she did. Nobody wanted there anything smelling like she did. And the way her eyes stung, she wasn’t sure she’d ever smell like herself--a gentle blend of vanilla and Pears soap--ever again.

      “Frankie, you gotta help me.” She moaned, leaning her head against the closed door. “My brothers will never let me live it down.”

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

      This would definitely top Frankie falling off the tower while declaring his undying love.

      Her friend appeared around the corner of the house in a pair of old sweats and a ripped T-shirt he usually reserved for renovating his tiny abode. He carried an old drywall mud pail and large shopping bag, his jaw set with determination.

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

      Mandy followed him at a distance, watching how he moved, his movements efficient and with purpose.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This sucks. Really, really sucks.”

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

      Mandy fought tears. She’d worked two week’s worth of extra shifts to buy this outfit. It was one of her best and it always made her feel good when her confidence was flagging. She’d miss this outfit more than she’d care to admit. She let out a loud sigh supposing it was divine retribution for dressing up in her best to be ready with her arms outstretched in case her ex was unable to say, “I do.”

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

      She nodded and burst into tears. How could she be so pathetic? She was being weak and needy. Why couldn’t she be that confident, independent woman everyone seemed to think she was? Everyone kept telling her she was better off without her ex and that she was so brave, but it sure didn’t feel like it. Frankie rubbed her back and asked gently, “You went to watch despite your promise to me, didn’t you?”

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

      She tried to push him away, but he squeezed her even tighter. “I’ll make you stink,” she sniffed.

      “So?”

      She felt a rush of emotion for her best friend and slipped from his grip, swiping at her wet cheeks. The last thing she needed to do was lead him on because she needed reassurance that she was a woman men still wanted.

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

      “I’ll replace it,” she said quickly.

      He shrugged off her offer as she pulled out the outfit. “Maybe change into it after I get more juice.” He stepped to the door. “A lot more.”

      “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

      He paused, his hand on the doorknob. “If anyone asks why all the juice, I’ll tell them Heart found a skunk.”

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

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

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

      “See what?” she asked cautiously.

      “How strong you are.” He came closer again. “And that you could have anything you wanted.”

      Mandy stood and crossed her arms. “Frankie, what you want and what you need are two different things.”

      “You’ve got to start giving yourself some credit.” He cupped her chin and leaned closer, intense. “You are more than you know, woman.”

      “Frankie,” she sighed, a raw edge to her voice. “This isn’t about me.”

      “I think it is.”

      She tried to ignore the way his proximity was making the blood rushing through her body go extra tingly. “You know any woman would be lucky to have a good man like you.” Her eyes pricked with unspent tears and she tugged herself out of his grip. She crouched, busying herself with wringing out the cloth.

      Glancing up, she caught him shooting her that goofy, crooked grin that always made her want to comply with whatever kooky idea he had. More than once she’d found herself racing across the meadow track in her 4x4 trying to outdo one of his muscle cars after he’d shot that grin in her direction. Such a challenge lay in his expression and he knew perfectly well how well it usually worked on her.

      He crouched beside her. “The same could be said about you,” he whispered. He slowly leaned in and, when she hesitated to move away, placed his lips gently over hers. He gave her a deep kiss that awakened parts of her that had been dormant for a very long time. And for a very good reason.

      She shoved him away and stood up. With shaking legs she moved to the other side of the car where she’d be out of reach, leaving them both safe. The Charger stood between them, its cold frame protecting her. Frankie placed his hands on the hood and stared at her with a determination that meant he would find a way to get what he wanted.

      She panicked. Panicked like her truck had lost its brakes on Bear’s Pass. Except there was no runaway lane to save her before she went flying over the edge. He knew she’d felt the power of that kiss. Knew she wanted what he did.

      Her voice crept up a few octaves as she said, “I can’t do this with you, Frankie. I can’t. I can’t ruin this. I depend on our friendship. I…” I’m not good enough for you.

      “We’re not done here, Mandy Mattson. I’ll be kissing you again, so brace yourself.” He turned on his heel and strode out, slamming the door in his wake.

      Mandy drew in a long breath, the familiar scent of oil and gas barely making it past the choking smell wafting off her in great waves. Only Frankie would kiss her like that when she smelled like this. And only Frankie would think she could give him something she couldn’t.

      She plunked down and began dabbing her face and hair with the tomato-stained rag, longing to numb herself, block out the promise of another searing kiss from the man she didn’t deserve.

      Don’t think. Don’t feel. This will pass and everything will go on as it always has.

      But if that was what she truly wanted, why did it feel as though she was choosing to deny them both something that could be truly great?
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      Mandy inhaled deeply, on guard for a whiff of skunk and, doffing her fleece jacket, straightened her uniform. Polyester. Could there be anything worse? She twisted back and forth on Frankie’s porch, checking her reflection in the side window.

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

      Frankie rubbed his eyes and blinked. She waved her arm at him. “Do I still smell?”

      He paused and shrugged.

      “Does that mean I’m fine?” After five days of not passing the sniff test, today had to be the day. She couldn’t afford more days off work.

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

      Heart nudged her hand with the wet tennis ball and she took it with her fingertips, tossing it over the tiny house so Heart would have to run all the way around, giving her more time before he came back with the slobbery toy.

      Frankie groaned. “I hate it when you do that. You know he runs straight through the mud.”

      “Sorry.” She eyed his pajama pants. In all the years she’d known Frankie, she couldn’t recall ever seeing him in pajama pants with his hair all mussed up--it was actually kind of cute and made her mind run down all sorts of forbidden avenues. “Want me to ask Leif to send you some soup from the restaurant?”

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

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

      “I’m fine,” he snapped.

      She held the door, studying him. He didn’t look that sick. Something was bugging him and she was desperate to cajole him back into his usual easygoing self so they didn’t have to talk about the kiss and the fact that she needed them to stay in the friend zone.

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

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

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

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

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

      Way too intense.

      “Frankie…” She caught herself leaning in, longing to touch him. She shook her head and took a large step back.

      “You should get to bed. You don’t look well.” She zipped herself back into her fleece jacket, avoiding meeting his gaze.

      Frankie turned away to cough. “You smell like vanilla.” He opened his mouth as though there were other things he wanted to say.

      The dog bounded up the steps and she snagged his collar, directing him into a half-circle, his paws dropping clumps of mud. As she re-aimed him toward the garage she called over her shoulder, “Thanks! I’ll bring you soup later.”

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

      Mandy hesitated, relief slowly pouring through her. Frankie was back to joking. The tension that had been between them over the past few days would melt away as it always did and they’d bounce back to being good friends. He wouldn’t tell her how she could have any man or tell her to get over her ex. And she’d stop projecting her needs and desires onto him or wondering when he was going to kiss her again. Just because a door had shut with the now-married Oz, it didn’t mean she had to go looking for another one to open.

      She locked Heart in the garage and headed to work, slipping in the back door. She cringed as she shrugged off her jacket, the skin on her arms tender after days of obsessive exfoliating.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Mary Alice got in the rum.”

      Poop and double poop. Oh, karma was a cruel little biddy.

      Gloria nudged Mandy out from in front of the mirror so she could begin the daily process of fluffing up her hair and tsking at it as if the sounds would somehow transform her bad haircut into something better. “Don’t worry, there’s always next year. Besides, it’s not like you don’t have enough clothes, anyway.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Gloria reached into her shirt and adjusted her bra strap before going back to stabbing at her lips with bright red. She met Mandy’s eye in the mirror. “You know, wearing our own clothes to work is a bad idea, Mandy. I fought for these uniforms. When you have young kids of your own, you’ll be thanking me.” A pause for another couple of jabs and stabs with the lipstick. “Polyester cleans up nice and easy and dries fast. White shirts are awful. You go through five of ‘em a month because of stains. Plus, cotton needs to be ironed and never looks as crisp as these.” She shot Mandy a warning look and capped her lipstick. “It’s a single mother’s blessing, that’s what a uniform is. Free clothes to wear forty hours a week.”

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

      “Fine. Maybe we can update the mismatched décor instead.” Realizing that she’d likely released skunk scent by moving her body, she quickly lowered her arms and stalked out of the room. How was it that this life, which had seemed perfectly fine a week ago, now felt stifling, unfulfilling and boringly predictable?

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

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

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

      She would never allow herself to become like Gloria.

      And she would never, ever become her mother. It was a knockdown fight worth the energy and struggle.

      She would do more with her job. Just as she had when Oz had dumped her the first time.

      Oz.

      That greedy, selfish man.

      Eight years.

      Eight long years of leading her on and then dumping her. How had she let herself get sucked into thinking it was real? That he loved her? That she loved him?

      She took another angry breath.

      What kind of man did that to a woman?

      And what kind of woman let it happen?

      And why was she wishing she’d taken a chance on Frankie instead?

      Why?

      Why?

      Why?
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      Mandy splashed cool water on her face and pushed through a few cleansing breaths. Much better.

      Okay, not at all. She was a blink away from slipping down the slope into Gloria’s life or her mom’s and she didn’t have a clue what to do about it.

      She shoved her way out of the washroom and took another deep breath, steeling herself as she returned to the dining room. She needed to pull up her polyester pants and find a way to return the color to her own cheeks--not leave it up to someone else. It was all on her to prove she wasn’t a dried up old nothing. She still had a chance to make something of herself. All she had to do was figure out what it was and go for it.

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

      First step: carry on like nothing was wrong.

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

      Anything more. Greedily more.

      Third step: find the confidence to pursue it. Step out there.

      She uncapped a row of sugar shakers, thinking. What she really needed to do was completely dissolve the awkward business that had been going on between her and Frankie since their kiss.

      Oh, but that kiss. Her eyelids fluttered shut as she lightly touched her neck, remembering the intensity of emotion that had swept through her when they’d connected.

      The window banged beside her and she jumped as if she’d been goosed.

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

      She must have looked like a lovesick dork. She needed to get a grip. Her fantasies were getting out of hand. Okay, okay, not fantasies. More like…totally inappropriate daydreams in which she was enjoying her best friend’s body in a more-than-friends kind of way.

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

      That was it! She’d challenge Frankie to a race around the meadow after work. He had that old beater with the 440 Magnum engine he’d been itching to race against her beefed up 4x4 truck on the dirt track. After a week of hot-and-cold spring weather it would be a fabulous, challenging bog with bits of firm, frozen sections interspersed with muck. That would remind them both that more-than-friends didn’t do that kind of stuff. Couples didn’t go for the adrenalin of racing in the dark and trying to outdo each other.

      His car had better have good tires.

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

      “Hey!” she called.

      “Mandy! You’re back.” Leif, a former police officer who’d decided he’d rather have the stress of running a kitchen than dealing with bad guys, came over and gave her a quick, one-armed hug, his cologne just about choking her while his barrel chest knocked her away. At least he wouldn’t be able to catch her scent over his own. Small miracles, she thought as she gave a little cough.

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

      “Yeah, she already got in her digs.”

      He glanced at her, raising his eyebrows at her exposed cleavage. “Well, you should make up for it fine. If Benny doesn’t try and stop you.”

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

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

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

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

      Mandy flashed him a smile she knew he’d clock as fake and turned on her heel. After grabbing the jug of sugar off a nearby shelf, she headed out of the kitchen. She dumped herself into the chair in front of the sugar shakers and sighed. How had she become that obvious? But if she was…why did it still work? Did they feel sorry for her?

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

      So what was she going to do when her body went? When she was no longer young?

      She wiped under her lashes for errant mascara and sighed. When Oz dumped her--the first time--she’d got this job and learned the ropes of running the place. Now she did the weekly deposits, the cash register receipts, and lately, even some of the food ordering. But what was left? Where was there for her to go from here? What was there in Blueberry Springs other than this?

      She was one step away from morphing into one of those small town waitresses waiting for someone to come along and sweep her off her feet with a winning lottery ticket.

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

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

      “Ha-ha.” One mistake seven years ago… Wasn’t the woman ever going to let her live it down?

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

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

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

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

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

      Mandy wished a customer would come in right now and demand she describe every item on the menu, because she knew exactly where this conversation was heading and that unless there was a lengthy distraction, she was not getting out of it. She capped shakers, keeping her focus off Gloria. “What’s Amber up to, Gloria?”

      Gloria paused for one wonderful, blessed, quiet second. “Amber’s found a nice man, it seems.”

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

      “Yes. Quite happy. He’s a lovely man. A newscaster in the city, you know.”

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

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

      “I’m great.” Mandy stood. If great meant having your high school sweetheart dump you after a zillion years, and right when everyone else was stepping up to the altar, leaving you unfashionably single in a town that valued hooking up above all else. Oh, and reminding and berating yourself constantly about how you’d pulled a fake pregnancy stunt because you were afraid to let him go. Everyone had seen through it. But the worst--aside from the humiliation--was that when she’d finally felt as though she was getting the hang of her life, he’d broken up with his fiancée, hinting that maybe the two of them had had it right all those years ago. She’d fallen for the kiss he’d given her in the square, her hopes skyrocketing. Like a fool, she’d slipped right back into believing it was real. Of course he’d sloughed her off like the big mistake she truly was so he could turn around and marry Beth--thanking Mandy for giving him perspective. More humiliation served up cold.

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

      And that, right there, was why she could never be with Frankie. He deserved so much more than a fool who could be suckered into anything, who wasn’t smart enough to cut her losses and instead kept going back for more.

      Oz had been bad for her, and she was bad for Frankie. He’d nearly killed himself falling off the tower in high school--something that she still blamed herself for.

      Frankie would always be better off with the shield of ‘just friends’ protecting him.

      Mandy sighed and started on the salt shakers. After all these years, she still hadn’t learned her lesson and was right back where she’d started. Same job. Same uniform. Looking at the same faded décor, and living her single, pathetic life.

      Just like her mother. Only in a restaurant instead of a convenience store. And without an addiction to soap operas.

      No future. No dreams.

      Nothing more than some feeble hope that a man would somehow create a life for her.

      Could she get more pathetic? A man was not the answer.

      She needed to do something daring. Something bold. Something passionate and thrilling. She needed to get a life that matched her wardrobe.

      She needed to show the town she wasn’t crushed because Oz got married--although being home ‘sick’ following his nuptials surely didn’t help her cause.

      There was no justice. Or rather, there was a very pointed and real divine justice with one mother of a backswing and she needed to find a way to hit back. Hard.

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

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

      “Your mother’s a big chicken finger. She wouldn’t know you had a problem unless you came right out and told her and I’m guessing your pride is too big for those britches. That woman shut down the day your daddy moved across town to live with Rubber Tits and nobody’s been able to jumpstart her since.”

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

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

      “You know who Taylor Swift is?”

      “She’s always on the radio, of course I do.” She shook her head, her voice growing tight. “Men don’t have half the courage we give ’em credit for. Remember that. You have to have enough for both of you if you want to have a hope in you-know-where. We need ‘em but we’ve got to live our lives, too.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “But you know…if you and Frankie are going to have something--”

      Mandy shoved away from the table. “Why can’t people be happy with us being nothing more than friends!”

      Gloria laughed and banged the table with a fist. “‘Cause the two of you are always wishing you were porking each other!”

      Mandy gasped, heat tearing through her veins. She whirled around, unable to make her mouth form a comeback. As she slammed her way into the kitchen she realized she’d just confirmed to Gloria exactly what she had been trying to hide.
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      Mandy eased her way into the dining room with a stack of menus she’d de-goobered, pausing when she saw Gloria finishing up the salt shakers.

      “You finished your little snit?” Gloria asked without looking up.

      Mandy popped the menus back in the stack next to the pizza-by-the-slice display and stuck out her tongue.

      “Good. Then come on over here and tell me how you’re coping with Oz getting married because I’ll bet you this restaurant you weren’t home sick this week. At least, nothing a heartsick girl can’t give herself.”

      Mandy glared at Gloria and worked on tilting the window shades so the streaming sun wouldn’t blind customers. “Ten minutes ’til open. Can you finish up the salt? I need to restock the serviettes since nobody seemed to notice how low they were while I was gone.”

      Gloria slowly screwed the lid on a shaker, and Mandy could feel the woman’s eyes prying at the cracks in her façade as she moved from window to window.

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

      “But you just said--”

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

      Mandy’s steps faltered as the truth struck her like a two-by-four to the back of the head.

      Even Gloria could see it.

      She was a woman without life options.

      “An independent woman doesn’t need a man to be something or somebody,” Mandy muttered, knowing her words would be in vain.

      “Well, you certainly are independent enough,” Gloria said, “but that doesn’t mean you’re automatically a somebody.”

      Panic sucked at Mandy’s gut. There was nothing for her here, but there was nothing for her out there, either. She had nothing because she was nothing. The need to be bigger than Blueberry Springs ate at her, and she fought the surging need to run out the door and blast down the windy mountain roads in her big ol’ Ford. To run from everything and somehow stumble into a life where she could be something. Something more. Life was ticking by, the clock picking up its pace.

      She busied her hands with restocking empty jam baskets while she worked to pull herself together.

      “Don’t forget about the napkins,” Gloria chided.

      Mandy ignored her. There was nothing to distract her like there had been the last time she felt like this after a breakup with Oz. There was nothing more for her to grow into at Benny’s unless she took over the business. She had nothing because this restaurant, mismatched décor and all, was Benny’s pride and joy as well as his connection to the community. He wasn’t going to give it up.

      Not that she could afford to buy it anyway.

      Mandy glanced at Gloria over her shoulder and caught the smug, knowing look of a woman who could see someone’s future laid out before her. Mandy straightened her spine and tipped up her chin. Gloria’s smile expanded and Mandy could hear the woman’s thoughts from across the room. Stinging her as they went slap, slap, slap.

      “No. I won’t,” she said firmly, her jaw tight.

      “Won’t what?” Gloria said, a challenge lowering her voice. She leaned forward like a cougar assessing its prey, all ears and unblinking attention, waiting to go in for the kill.

      “Become--” She caught herself before she said you. “I won’t be a waitress for the rest of my life. I’m more than that.”

      Gloria laughed. “Not a new idea, kiddo.” Challenge still lingered in her tone. “So? Whatcha gonna be, then?”

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

      Oh, no. No, no, no. Where had that come from? She couldn’t do that. She didn’t have the money. Didn’t have the skills.

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

      “He’ll support me,” Mandy said with conviction she must have borrowed from one of her mother’s soaps because it certainly didn’t feel real. “Maybe I’ll go into catering. Make lunches for Jen’s outdoor excursions.” Now there was an idea. Her good friend, Jen Kulak, had been running hikes, camping trips, and the like through her boss’s sporting goods store. She could probably use snacks and lunches for her clients. Although her friend’s budding business would need to grow a heck of a lot in order to support Mandy providing lunches for a living. “Or open a bakery.”

      Gloria’s laughter got even louder.

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

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

      Benny had trained her to run his restaurant so he could take vacations. But he hadn’t taught her so she could  go out on her own and compete against him. What was he going to think if she used his shared business tips against him?

      But she wasn’t going to open her own place.

      Although she could totally do it.

      Maybe.

      Probably.

      No. Not really.

      Yes. Yes, she could.

      She just had to believe.

      The problem was that she was stuck in Blueberry Springs where the options were about as plentiful as oranges on an apple tree. But maybe that was all she had to do--just reach and pluck something new from that tree. And if it was out of reach, then maybe she just had to get up on her toes and stretch a little.

      Maybe Benny was secretly waiting for her to take over so he could retire. He had all his rental properties around town bringing in income. He didn’t need this place.

      “Where you gonna get that kind of cash and brains?” Gloria asked. “You’re gonna have to sell your truck.”

      Mandy frowned. She and Frankie had poured months--years--into souping up her machine. It was finally where she wanted it to be and it had so many great memories wrapped up in it. She loved that truck the way most people loved their children. It was so not up for grabs. It was going to take her places, but not at its own expense.

      She’d have to work off ownership on Benny’s restaurant. Over a decade. Or three. Basically, in time for her retirement since she’d spent most of her extra cash proving she was more than that Mattson kid with worn out hand-me-downs from her brothers.

      Darn those designer sales in the city. She might look well-dressed, but her savings weren’t where they should be if she wanted to start her own business.

      “Why don’t you buy one of those chains?” Gloria suggested. “That’s got to be cheap and easy. I bet even you could run one of those things.”

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

      “Or,” Gloria offered, “just ask Benny to give up this place.” Gloria hooted with laughter, just about knocking herself out of her chair.

      “I just might,” Mandy stated, striding to the office Benny had at the back of the building. It was a longshot, but it was worth a try…wasn’t it?
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      With the idea--however unlikely to become reality--of taking over Benny’s poking at her, Mandy pushed herself to raise her fist to knock on his office door. Just before her knuckles rapped against the thick wood, she drew back. If the door was closed, he was trying to catch up on paperwork. She shouldn’t disturb him. She should think things through.

      She turned away.

      But how long was she supposed to sit here waiting for someone else to make her life what she wanted it to be? Flicking her hair over her shoulder, she turned back and raised her fist again. This woman would not wake up one day to realize she’d served her life away. No regrets.

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

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

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

      “We need to take out the trash,” he interrupted. “I realized just how much you do around here.” Still holding her by the arm, he drew her into his office. “It’s different when you go on vacation and I have time to prepare for it.” He offered her a spot on the couch against the wall.

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

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

      She stood and re-tucked the back of her shirt. This was silly. She needed to carry on as she always had. There was nothing wrong with who she was and what she was doing with her life. She enjoyed it. She was good at it. And, after tips, the money was half decent.

      Plus, she reminded herself, she didn’t need much if she wasn’t going to open her own place. And she wasn’t going to open her own place because that was a crazy idea that hadn’t been thought through. She was happy here. She was just feeling unsettled because Oz got married. She had been happy until then, right?

      Oh, snap. She really did like the idea of having her own place. She could tell this feeling wasn’t going to go away any time soon because she knew this was that something she’d been looking for.

      She met Benny’s eye. Over the past few years, how many times had she secretly imagined this place as hers? She could own the best restaurant in town. She just had to pry it out of Benny’s hands.

      She plopped onto the couch again.

      “What’s up?” Benny asked. “Is this about the others not pulling their weight? You’re exceptional, you know that, right? We can’t expect them to go above and beyond like you do. Not for what I pay them.”

      Mandy stared at her hands. What was she thinking? Benny was like a dad to her. He’d taught her so much and was always so supportive. She couldn’t ask him to hand over his pride and joy--his livelihood. And she definitely couldn’t compete against him, either.

      “I know.” She let out a sigh, torn by doing the right thing and pursuing what she might want.

      “Like I said, over the past few days, I’ve realized how much you do and how much we rely on you.”

      “I’m just ready for something to happen in my life.” She looked up at him, wishing she could intuit her thoughts to him, then read his own without any words being said.

      “Before you do anything rash…” he paused, shooting her a worried look, “I’ve come to the conclusion that you deserve a raise.”

      “Um…what?” A tidal wave of confusion crashed over her and she rubbed her hands down her thighs, trying to cobble her thoughts back together from the various corners they’d scattered to like balls on a pool table.

      Benny passed her a check. “Consider this a bonus. Sort of like back pay. I should have realized your value sooner.”

      Mandy looked at the check and shook her head in disbelief. There was no way she could ask him now. Absolutely no way. She blinked at Benny. “Thank you.”

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

      Still shaking her head with the wonder of it all, she went to the staff room to tuck the check in her purse.

      She closed the door behind her and sighed as she sat on the long ottoman, hands gripping the edge. She closed her eyes. Gloria was going to spill the beans on her restaurant idea, then flick every last one of them so far away, Mandy would never be able to retrieve them all in order to save face when she undoubtedly chickened out.

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

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

      “Benny turned you down, did he?” Gloria raised a brow and said, “Good. Because you’d work me right into the ground if you were the boss.” She made little yipping sounds while puppeting her hand. “I’d have to quit and go on welfare or get one of those computer jobs Amber keeps talking about. And seeing as I have enough trouble finding the ‘on’ button, never mind dealing with that right clicking business, I’d be on welfare soon enough, anyway. So why even bother?” She threw up her hands.

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

      “Too bad. It would’ve been fun to watch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Mandy eased into Frankie’s house and, shivering, shook the snow off her jacket hood. After a couple of warm days they were right back into winter again, with even more snow falling after a record-breaking year.

      “Is this another ice age or has H-E-Double-Hockey-Sticks frozen over?” Mandy muttered to Frankie who, instead of taking her coat like he usually did, ambled to the kitchen on the opposite end of the small home.

      Mandy sighed and hung up her coat. “Want to race around the track?” she called after him.

      No reply.

      Well, that was fine. She could act all miffed, too. Miffed that she was still thinking about that kiss and how hot it had been. And how it had brought on a slew of hot and heavy dreams that made her body react just thinking about of them.

      They were friends! Friends.

      And that’s all they ever should be.

      End of story. Happily friendly ever after.

      In the meantime, she needed to find some hapless fool with whom to work out her sexual frustrations. Then she could stop projecting all this lust onto Frankie because that was all this was. Just a heck of a lot of tension that needed working out in a physical way.

      She gave Heart a quick scratch under the chin, ignoring the wet tennis ball in his mouth as she hurried after Frankie.

      “Maybe we could shoot stuff out of the tree with your slingshot?” she called. “It’s kind of cold but…” She rounded the corner into the kitchen and stopped. “Oh, sorry.”

      Frankie’s boss, Alex, with his hair as neatly parted as ever, sat hunched over the kitchen table. Beside him, Frankie’s fellow parts man, Dodger, the lenses of his glasses so filmy Mandy had to suppress the urge to whip them off his face and give them a good polish, worked on an ancient laptop.

      “I didn’t realize you were in the middle of something,” she said.

      She pulled up a chair to join the men as Frankie rooted around in the fridge, clinking bottles of beer. She watched him dig deeper into the fridge, his firm butt tucked into a perfectly worn pair of Levis. For the eighth time in the past hour, she wondered why she didn’t just toss the man into her bed. Or his. Or onto the couch. Wherever. It didn’t matter, as long as his hips and lips were right up against hers.

      Maybe they could try the friends-as-lovers thing.

      She gave herself a mental shake and accepted the cold beer, refraining from shoving it down her shirt to cool off.

      Nope, she thought, the friends-as-lovers thing would never work. She needed his friendship, not a whirlwind fling that would ruin everything.

      “What are you doing?” she asked Dodger, who was hunting away for the right keys on the laptop.

      “We’re planning a show and shine for cars that have been fully restored or have distinctive custom modifications.”

      “No trucks?”

      Dodger sighed and backspaced, typing ‘vehicles’ where it had said ‘cars.’

      “We’re going to add a cruise down Main Street afterward for people to prove they still run,” added Alex.

      “Cool.”

      “We need a secretary-treasurer,” he said. The men eyed her hopefully and Frankie slipped into the vacant spot to her right.

      “Right,” she said. “So the three of you can sit around and scratch your balls all day while taking credit for everything I do.” She shook her head. These guys might be the Houdinis of the car world, but when it came to organizing promotions or dealing with the finer points of a business…she’d be stuck holding the bag. Or flyers, in this case.

      “Ooh, bitter woman,” Alex teased.

      “How do I save this thing?” Dodger pushed down two keys and then shoved his glasses up his nose, peering at the screen before returning his attention back to the keyboard. “Stupid computers.”

      Mandy sighed and sifted through a few papers scattered over the table. They definitely needed help. Maybe she could help keep them organized and on task while somehow showing Frankie that the two of them needed friendship above all else. “It’s pretty cool that you guys are finally doing this,” she said, setting down the papers. “And while I’m not sure about being secretary, maybe there’s something I can help with. When are you having it?”

      “We were thinking about holding it during Sports Day,” offered Alex. “There will be ball teams from out of town coming in, and lots of people go to the carnival, parade, and other events. We could tack our event onto the town’s.”

      “That’s two months from now,” she stated in surprise, sifting through the papers again. There was way too much to do in eight weeks. Especially with everyone working full time.

      Frankie scratched his cheek. “Mandy makes a good point. There’s not a lot of time and when all this snow finally melts there’s going to be a lot of mud and rock slides on the highway. Nobody’s going to want to bring their souped-up anything through until midsummer.”

      Mandy stretched her arms over her head. “You guys know so many people who’d come to something like this, you could easily pull off your own event.”

      The silent group stared at each other as if to say, “We do?”

      She tried to remain patient. “Your contacts? From work? Between the three of you, you’ve got to know a ton of car people.”

      “Yeah, totally,” said Dodger, nodding.

      “We need a name,” Alex said, rubbing his right eye. “We’re stumped.”

      “Blueberry Cruise,” Mandy said.

      “I like it!” said Alex, slapping the table.

      “Yup. Write it down,” Dodger said.

      “You’re the one with the computer,” Alex said, receiving a scowl from Dodger who pushed the machine his way.

      “What do you think, Frankie?” Dodger asked.

      Frankie shrugged but the glimmer in his eyes and the way his shoulders lifted in that sexy, happy way of his made Mandy know it had his vote as well.

      Seriously. This was all so easy. They should make her president, never mind secretary.

      “You guys need money?” she asked. Their eyebrows went up. “I don’t have any. I’m asking about sponsors,” she clarified. They shook their heads. “I bet you could get Fred to offer all entrants twenty percent off a car wash the day of the show and shine and maybe offer a couple of prizes.”

      “Why would he do that?” Dodger asked.

      “Why wouldn’t he? You’d be promoting his business, plus his place will be super crazy busy because of you guys.” She sighed. “Listen, I don’t want to be your secretary-treasurer, but I’m happy to help you out as a friend.”

      Frankie scratched his neck, head tilted back. She could practically hear the wheels turning as he formulated a plan. Moments later he bent over a fresh piece of paper and began writing line after line. She tried to see what he’d written--daring to hope it was a letter from him professing that her friendship was vital, more vital than anything else and he was grateful for it and the way she was totally saving their butts with all this brainstorming she was doing--but she couldn’t see past his arm.

      “Something smells like skunk,” Dodger said, sniffing the air.

      “It’s Heart,” Frankie muttered, head down, pen still moving over the paper.

      “Poor fellah.” Dodger reached under the table to pat Heart, but retracted his hand at the last second.

      “We still need a secretary-treasurer,” said Alex, shooting her a pleading look.

      Mandy pushed her chair back. “What did I just say? Just because I have these--” she pointed to her chest “--it doesn’t mean I’m secretary material.”

      The three men gave her puppy-dog looks and she struggled to not burst out laughing. She crossed her arms. “No. Way.”

      The men kept up the puppy eyes and she addressed Dodger. “Your wife is a secretary. Convince her to do it.”

      He sighed. “She’s not interested.”

      “Mine neither,” added Alex. “And you just said you’d be happy to help out.”

      “Did you even ask them?” she challenged.

      “Don’t gotta. Already know,” said Alex, and Dodger nodded his agreement.

      Frankie finished writing and passed her his paper. Not a note. A list.

      “That’s what we need to do,” he said.

      She snorted as she skimmed it. “You guys need a mom, not a secretary-treasurer. “Here.” She wrote her initials beside a few items on his list. “This is what I can help with.”

      Frankie peered at the list. “Accounting. Membership applications. Tickets. Prizes.”

      She sat back and smiled. All the stuff she knew would drive him batty.

      See? You need me as your friend, Frankie. We’re a good team.

      “Would you really do all that?” he asked.

      She smiled and batted her eyes and ended up knocking an eyelash into one eye, making it water and hurt. She rubbed it and pointed to a couple of things on the original list. “You might want a media manager for the posters, ads, website, and social media. That’s a big job in itself.”

      “Wow. This is going to cost.” Dodger shook his head in frustration. “We can’t do it.”

      “Ask my brother to do the web work,” Mandy said. “Since his accident, he’s been sitting there twiddling his thumbs. He could figure out a simple website and it’d be really great for him.” Anything to get her brother up and going again instead of sitting around bemoaning the lack of mobility he had due to being stuck in a wheelchair.

      Alex gave her an uncertain look. “Um.” He glanced at Frankie. “Does Ethan have experience?”

      Mandy straightened her shirt and said, “Sure. He’s done some web stuff.” If they wanted something fancier than he knew how to create she was sure he’d have the time to figure it out before his next hope-against-all-hopes surgery to get him up and walking again.

      “Would he do it for free?”

      “I can ask,” Mandy said with a shrug, finishing her beer.

      Frankie tapped the paper. “You know, this show and shine and cruise night could be good for the whole town. Draw people from outside. I bet we can get someone at the town office to help with some stuff like permits and maybe sponsorship or something.”

      The men nodded.

      Mandy wiggled her bottle to see if she’d missed any brew. Empty. She grabbed Frankie’s beer and took a swig.

      “You know I’m still sick, right?” Frankie asked, frowning at his beer.

      She gave a little shrug. “Too late now.” She took another swig and passed it back to Frankie. “You know, if you do it really well, word of mouth will have you doubling the attendance in no time. You’ll be turning people away five years from now.”

      “Is that the plan for your restaurant?” Alex asked. “Word of mouth?”

      She nearly choked. “My what? Where did you hear that?”

      Frankie faced her, his brow furrowed. “I didn’t know you were going to open your own place.” His attention was so solely focused on her that she felt the need to shelter her face so he couldn’t pick up every nuance and truth she could never seem to hide from him.

      She lifted a shoulder dismissively. “It’s nothing. Gloria misunderstood.”

      Frankie, his arm casually slung over his chair’s back, his shirt stretching over his chest. “You really want to, don’t you?”

      Mandy cheeks heated and she looked at the ceiling as though it was the most interesting thing in the room. Of course she’d like to. She’d like to be the one getting all the credit for putting smiles on people’s faces. And yes, customers smiled at her at Benny’s while she worked to ensure they had a good experience, but it was her boss who got the two-handed hand squeeze. Sure, he paid the bills, but she was front-line. She was the one nagging the cooks to make sure the meals were at the right temperature. She was the one making sure the customers had the right drinks and got refills. She was the one who remembered what they liked and didn’t like and recommended meals based on their tastes. She was the one who made sure they had flippin’ sugar at their table for their fresh-brewed coffee. She was the one who made the experience something to remember. Something worth coming back for.

      “You should do it,” Frankie said with certainty.

      Excitement and fear tore through her.

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      If she opened her own place it would be her getting the accolades from happy customers. Plus, it would put a stop to those annoying looks of pity her peers shot her whenever she took their orders. You might frown down at a waitress, but not the owner.

      “You’d be good at it.” Frankie gave a short nod and turned away, his attention back on his own project--as if he’d suddenly remembered the strange grudge between them.

      She sighed. Why couldn’t they just be happy and be friends?

      “We’re friends,” she blurted out.

      “What?” Frankie narrowed his eyes.

      Oh, shoot. She’d said that out loud. “Oh, you know. Just saying to myself how nice it is to be working with friends on a fun project like this. Beats waitressing.” She gave a little smile.

      “Uh…” Alex gave the other two a glance, then turned his attention back to her and said, “You know you aren’t getting paid for this, right?”

      “Of course!” Her skin prickled with embarrassment. “I was just saying it’s nice to have a project with friends. Not at all awkward. Nothing strange in our past or between us because we’ve always been friends. That’s all.”

      The men exchanged looks.

      Alex cleared his throat. “Would you serve your brownies in your new place?”

      “I don’t see why not.” She caught herself. She wasn’t starting her own business. She didn’t have nearly enough cash. Among a business-starting and business-running skill set. “I mean…I can’t afford to do something like that.” She snatched Frankie’s beer and took another swig.

      Alex looked over Mandy’s uniform. “Annie says you must get decent pay ‘cuz you dress fancy. Spent it all on clothes?” He watched Mandy over his beer bottle as he took a drink.

      She straightened her shirt with pride before remembering it was just her yucky uniform. “Well, yeah. But to start a business…I mean, I don’t even have a building. You know?”

      “Frankie’s got a place.” Dodger leaned back in his chair so he could open the fridge and pass Mandy a fresh beer. He pointed his own bottle at Frankie. “Your grandpa left you that place on Main. Sitting empty.” He turned to Mandy, giving her a wink. “I bet if you asked nicely, Frankie would let you use it.”

      Mandy glanced at Frankie, who was staring stonily at Dodger.

      “For a price, of course,” Dodger added quickly. He laughed and nudged Mandy. “Or just sleep with him. Then he’ll give you whatever you want!” He chortled. “Worked for Alex and his wife.”

      With Frankie suddenly resembling a stone statue, Mandy wanted to stand up and smack Dodger’s head against something solid.

      “I wouldn’t want to enter into business with my best friend,” she said. She reached over to try and pat Frankie’s hand, which was clutched around his beer. She added softly, “Frankie’s friendship means too much to me. I wouldn’t do anything to put it at risk.”

      “What do you think this is?” Alex gestured to the scattered papers on the table. “This is business.”

      “This is play.” Mandy tried to keep smiling and avoided looking at Frankie, who was still clutching his beer, not moving it toward his straight, thin, white lips.

      “I would think being friends would help,” Frankie said quietly. “You want someone who knows your strengths and weaknesses and can support you and bring out your best. You don’t have to be independent all the time.”

      “I’m not.”

      He gave her a look. “Over the long haul, you’d have a greater likelihood of success if you let someone you know and trust by your side instead of some other Joe.”

      “What you’re saying is probably true, Frankie,” she said, her voice trembling a little. “But where would you be if it all went south and you lost your best friend? There would be nobody there to pick up the pieces when it all broke.”

      Frankie turned to face her, his hand clenched tight around his bottle. “Who says it would break?”

      “Have you met me?” She was fighting tears.

      Dodger shifted in his seat, as though uncomfortable.

      “But if they never try, they’ll never know. What if it’s the best thing they could ever imagine?” Frankie pushed back in his chair, arms crossed tightly over his chest, biceps bulging. A forehead vein expanded and contracted like a great flashing warning to Mandy that he was losing his cool and that she should run for cover.

      They stared at each other, neither budging. Silence expanded until it was strung through the kitchen like an overstretched rubber band.

      Frankie would back down. He always did. She just had to hang in there and hold it together.

      “Are we still talking about letting Mandy use Frankie’s building?” Dodger asked cautiously.

      “We should go,” Alex said gently, moving slowly as though fearing he could wake something dangerous.

      Mandy closed her eyes, making a decision. She never backed down and she didn’t know what it meant that she was about to but she couldn’t stand the idea of her best friend being so upset. She needed to find a way to make this right again, to convince him that she was protecting him by not getting involved.

      She stood, pushing in her chair, flashing the group a light smile. “No. I’m sorry. I’ll go. I have to feed Portia.”

      “Your cat is fine,” Frankie said tightly, his mouth barely moving. “Stay.”

      “No, I’ll go.”

      “I said stay. Everything is fine.”

      She dropped into her chair, embarrassed that Frankie’s friends didn’t know where to look.

      “It’s fine,” Frankie repeated again, his voice softer. His cheeks were flushed, hands still scrunched into fists as though fighting for control.

      Right. Obviously it was far, far away from fine and would be for some time.
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      Mandy shoved another fudge cookie into her mouth and clicked through pages and pages of information on restaurant franchises that were expanding. There were so many of them. She brushed cookie crumbs off the keyboard and pushed the laptop away. She didn’t even know why she was looking at franchises. Just because Frankie thought she could manage something like this didn’t mean she had the skills or money. Some of them demanded an applicant’s net worth to be so amazingly huge that if she had that kind of money, she wouldn’t be opening a restaurant--she’d be sitting on a beach in Mexico sipping whiskey and Coke. Every day. For the rest of her life.

      She walked to the bay window overlooking Main Street below. She craned her neck to snag a peek at Benny’s. Through the budding trees, she couldn’t make out much, but she still half expected to see Benny marching up the street to demand she explain what all these restaurant rumors were about.

      Portia, her half Persian kitty, rubbed against her legs as though determined to leave as much gray fur on Mandy’s navy uniform as possible. Mandy went back to the kitchen table and clicked on a listing for a wraps franchise and skimmed the requirements. Wrap it Up had possibilities. If only. If, if, if.

      She glanced at the Chevy clock Frankie had given her as a Chevy vs. Ford joke and sat again. She could safely look around online, daydreaming about owning her own restaurant, for at least another hour and a half before her shift. Then she’d go in and face the music with Benny about the rumors she’d started.

      Portia, suddenly on a mission, trotted to the couch below the bay window, and in a series of short hops, landed on the windowsill, where she began rubbing the glass with the top of her head. In her happy kitty ecstasy, she pushed herself forward, knocking herself off the ledge. Mandy laughed as Portia strutted away, nose pointed skyward, her gargantuan tail effectively acting like a middle finger.

      Mandy closed her laptop and crossed the room when Portia returned to the windowsill to scan the street below. This kind of behavior usually meant she could see Frankie. Portia, despite her typical haughtiness, had a thing for the man, even though the puss did her best not to let it show around him.

      Mandy leaned closer to the glass in order to peer down at the sidewalk. There, amongst the elms, was Frankie, pacing back and forth, gesturing as though he was trying to convince an invisible friend of something important. Intrigued, Mandy perched on the back of the sofa and watched. Back and forth he went, hands gesturing every so often.

      A tiny flicker of hope made her wonder if it was about her. But at the same time, she hoped it wasn’t. While the thought of Frankie being worked up about them was terrifyingly exciting and made her feel important and needed--and quite frankly, that sort of feeling shot by about as often as Haley’s Comet when it came to men these days--the thought also made her cringe. She needed Frankie long-term, not for a fling.

      Mary Alice Bernfield, a known gossip, passed Frankie and glanced up at Mandy’s window, shooting her a wink.

      Crap.

      Mandy dropped out of sight before Frankie had a chance to follow Mary Alice’s gaze.

      Mandy duck-walked across the open room, staying low and out of sight.

      Whatever should she do next week to stay on top of the local gossip list? This week, there’d been the plethora of sick days following Oz’s wedding, then the rumor of her opening her own place, and now she was spying on Frankie who was acting odd outside her apartment.

      She busied herself tidying up while she waited for him to knock. A minute later, she was rewarded with his rat-a-tap-tap on the door at the top of the steps. She opened it and Portia strutted straight to Frankie, wrapping her tail around his leg before stalking off so he couldn’t reach down to give her cuddles. Same as always.

      “Women,” Frankie grumbled as he straightened up, his attempt at sharing affection with the feline denied.

      “Hey,” Mandy said, heading to the fridge for a carton of juice. “Want something to drink?”

      Frankie shook his head, remaining in the doorway.

      “Well? Did you want to come in?” She gave a short laugh that sounded nervous to her ears. Her gaze flicked to his perfect lips and in her mind, she relived that amazing kiss they’d shared in his garage. She shook off the moment and distracted herself by pouring a glass of water.

      Frankie paused, glancing around her small living space as if he was expecting high-speed traffic to run him over if he stepped inside. Finally, he strode to the kitchen table and gripped the back of the chair as if it was a life raft and he was being tossed about in high seas. She stayed by the sink, waiting for him to speak.

      “I think you should go ahead and open a restaurant and I think you should use my building to do it.”

      “Um.” Mandy squinted at Frankie. “Okay?”

      Various expressions flitted across Frankie’s face and he shifted his weight to one side. “You do want to open your own place?”

      She shrugged. “It’s an nice idea. But honestly?” She fidgeted with the smooth glass, rubbing it against her palm. “I don’t think I have what it takes.”

      Frankie sat in the chair, hands clasped. “Of course you do.”

      “You’re saying that because you’re my friend and think I want this.”

      “No, I’m not, actually.”

      She shot him a skeptical look and frowned. “I don’t have the money for that kind of a venture.”

      “Partner with someone.”

      She made a face and set down her glass.

      “What? You have to be Miss Independent and Miss In Control and can’t accept anything from others? Things that might be good for you? And them, too?”

      She leaned back, raising her palms. “All I’m saying is that I don’t think I have what it takes and a partner isn’t going to suddenly make me magically delicious.”

      Frankie stood, his agitation returning. “Mandy, why can’t you just…” He shook his hands as if he was trying to shake some sense into the air around him.

      “Just what?” she asked, crossing her arms, the table between them. “Why can’t I what?”

      Frankie sat again, his body trembling with frustration. He took a deep breath, his body slowly stilling. In a low voice, he said, “Look. I know you worry about becoming a nothing in this town and never doing anything.” He lifted a hand as she opened her mouth to protest. “Don’t interrupt me.”

      “I wasn’t going to.” Okay, so her pants were totally on fire, but did he have to know everything about her--even the stuff she didn’t tell him?

      “And that you feel as though this town might not be enough.” He met her eye and she sucked in a deep breath so she wouldn’t be able to argue with him--so she would be forced to hear him out. “But I think you could do something here. Something big. You’re great with the customers at Benny’s. I hear about it all the time.”

      “Really?” A shot of pleasure surged through Mandy.

      He kept his eyes on her, voice low, as though trying to calm a wild horse. “The stuff you don’t know you can learn. The soft skills that could sink a business such as settling agitated customers is stuff you already know--instinctually. All you need is a little capital and a location.”

      Mandy let out a half-snort, half-sigh. She had to admit, the compliments meant a lot and created an unrealistic amount of hope inside her. “Frankie… There’s so much more than those two massive things standing in my way.”

      “How much do you need?” He shifted as if he was going to pull his wallet out of his back pocket.

      “Frankie you don’t have that kind of cash. And anyway, I couldn’t take it from you. I can’t partner with a friend. And besides, we’d butt heads and it wouldn’t work out and then our friendship would suffer. Nothing could ever be worth that. Not even to be a big fish in this stupid little backwater town.” She pulled out a chair, placing it in front of her like a shield. “I’m not borrowing money from you.”

      “I didn’t offer money. I’m offering my building.”

      “I’m not taking your inheritance!”

      “I’m not giving it to you.” His eyes flashed with impatience. “Just use it. It’s sitting there empty. I can’t use it for my business and you should.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Frankie leaned forward, challenge lighting the amber flecks in his eyes. “Why can’t you ever take anything I offer?”

      “I--I--” Mandy fumbled through her mind, looking for something to pull into her side of the argument. “I took your help when I customized my truck.”

      Frankie snorted and leaned back, his arms crossed. “You paid for every little thing down to the fuses, Mandy.”

      “I--”

      “You insisted on favors as a way to pay me back for my time. You always find a way like you’re afraid to owe me something. We’re friends. Friends help each other and share things. Let me help you for once. And without feeling like you have to pay me back. You keep saying I’m your best friend but there’s no give and take with you, just give.” Frankie stood, banging the table with his leg. “It’s time for you to take. Like a real friend would.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but Frankie cut her off, stepping closer. “You even paid me back for the tomato juice and replaced the outfit I had to toss out. And you cleaned my garage. Most friends would let the other person help and give without feeling as though they had to make up for it.”

      “That wouldn’t have been fair,” she protested, taking a step back. “I couldn’t just show up, expecting you to help and inconvenience you and cost you--”

      Frankie pushed away the chair so there was nothing between them. He lowered a finger over her lips, silencing her. His body stilled and so did hers. “If you want to be friends, then for heaven’s sake, woman, let me act like one. Let me give you something.” He slowly lowered his finger.

      Mandy’s eyes prickled and she struggled to keep her voice steady. “You give me your friendship and that’s all I need.”

      He pressed his finger over her lips again and shook his head. “No.”

      “No what?” she said through his finger.

      “I’m not letting you out of this one.”

      “There’s nothing to be let out of, Frankie.” She held Frankie’s gaze until she had to look away.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      She let out a snort. “Nothing.”

      Frankie grabbed her hand and pulled her away from the kitchen.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, trying not to panic. What if he kissed her? What if he demanded they get it on right here on the table instead of going back to her bedroom that overlooked the alley and she said yes and their friendship was never the same as a result? And worse still, what if it was the best moment of her life and he walked away afterward because he finally saw the truth--that she wasn’t enough?

      “There’s only one way to settle this,” he said, opening the door.

      Right. Of course. His place had a bigger bed.

      No. He wasn’t going to do something like that.

      Which was good. Wasn’t it?
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      Mandy squeezed her hands around her truck’s steering wheel, trying not to react to Frankie’s challenging grin from the old beater with the powerful engine rumbling beside her. She had nothing to worry about, right?

      She had grippy tires.

      She had an engine with pep.

      She was an aggressive driver.

      But was she as good as Frankie in crap conditions like today? Over the years, they’d worn the meadow’s homemade track down to dirt on the corners where their tires had skidded out in the abandoned bison paddock. Today it was covered in slush and half frozen crud and surrounded by unpredictably deep snow banks. One false move and she’d be bogged down and stuck. Even in her big truck.

      She called to Frankie, who had his window down, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      He shot her that wicked grin of his and punched the gas pedal, making the frame of his car twist and lift like a horse ready to race out of the gate.

      Mandy focused on the track. It was a mess of snow, mud and slushy puddles, but had enough of a packed base from winter skidoo races that even Frankie’s car would be able to manage. Although, come to think of it, she might be able to use her truck’s height to her advantage and blast slush onto Frankie’s windshield. Because honestly, if he got the momentum going in his car, he could blast through as well as she could.

      Her nerves poked at her stomach, sending it into a tizzy.

      If Frankie won, she had to open her own restaurant in his building. If she won, they wouldn’t turn their friendship into a business partnership. If she won, she wouldn’t lose--in more ways than one.

      “Why are you shaking your head?” he called up to her. “You’re not a big chicken sandwich are you? Bawk-bawk!”

      She gave him her best glare. “Just thinking how I’m going to have to mollycoddle your poor bruised ego when I crush you. I know how you feel about being beaten by a girl. A girl in a much bigger vehicle.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” he said with a glimmer in his eye that made her nervous.

      She turned off her truck dropping her head on her steering wheel. Her voice wobbled. “I can’t do this.” She saw his question coming and plucked the first excuse she could think of. “I can’t betray Benny. He didn’t teach me everything so I’d become his competition.”

      Frankie shut off his own engine and slung an arm across the passenger seat so he could lean out the open window to see her better. “People like choice, Mandy. You’ll offer something Benny doesn’t.”

      “He’s my mentor. I can’t go against him. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “People do it all the time.”

      “Would you go against Alex with your own parts store?”

      “Blueberry Springs couldn’t handle another parts store. But it can handle another restaurant--especially if you made it a place you’d like going to.”

      Mandy stared at the crocuses peeking out of the meadow’s still snowy ground, toying with the small chain around her neck.

      “Why don’t you eat at Benny’s, Mandy?” he asked.

      “I do eat at Benny’s.”

      “Yeah, the two healthy menu items. That’s not eating. Open a place that has what he doesn’t. You won’t be competing, you’ll be complementing. Just like with my restoration business. I complement the parts store.”

      “Healthy stuff doesn’t sell.”

      “Says who?” Frankie scoffed.

      “People can do healthy at home. They come out for the deep fried, greasy stuff.”

      “Really?” His forehead wrinkled in thought. “So you’re the only one in town who wants healthy alternatives when she goes out to eat?”

      “Well, no.” She thought of how often moms picked through the menu for healthy items for their kids or how Fred, who ran the carwash and gas station, had stopped coming every week since his heart attack. There really wasn’t much more than salads when it came to heart smart on Benny’s menu. Even his soups were all cream based. But whenever she talked about adding healthy items, Benny said that wasn’t what his restaurant did and customers could go somewhere else if they wanted rabbit food. But there wasn’t anywhere else that offered ‘rabbit food.’ Blueberry Springs only had Benny’s, a diner, and two fast food places.

      Maybe there was a niche she could slip into. And it would fit with who she was. She wouldn’t have to compromise. She wouldn’t go home smelling like garlic, burned butter, and old fryer oil.

      And that wraps place she saw online just before Frankie came over had a menu that would fit the bill. Fast food that was healthy and delicious.

      If she lost this race--or was it win this race?--she would have a building to use. If she had a building, the restaurant (and money) might just fall into place for her, too.

      Shooting Frankie a grin, she started her engine. She pointed to her chest. “If I win, I pay rent or lease your building. Something. Not free.”

      “And if I win?”

      “Then…your conditions.” Under her breath, she added, “And you are so not going to win.” She was going to cream his beater, big engine or not. She had better tires and there was a lot of mud and slush to get through.

      Frankie tilted his head, a big grin spreading, making his eyes twinkle in delight. Lord as her witness, her heart did a little hop, skip and a jump, along with a hip-hip-hooray at the sight of that smile. What was he doing to her? Friends shouldn’t be that delighted to see a twinkling smile. And they certainly shouldn’t be letting their mind wander down avenues usually reserved for lovers.

      “My conditions, huh?” Frankie rubbed his hands together and she had a moment of heart failure. Oh, no. What had she just walked into? He winked and started his engine. “This should be fun.”

      “Frankie. Within reason,” she snapped.

      “Me winning could be the best thing to ever happen to your business plan.”

      “Yeah? Well, prepare to eat mud--it’s low to the ground and all the rage,” she called out, wishing she’d thought of a better comeback.

      She put her truck in gear, concentrating on her slush-splashing plan. She’d have to get ahead of him, then cut in front while steering into the slush at the first turn. That might get tricky. She didn’t want to do anything that would risk his safety but he was a pretty decent defensive driver and was likely expecting her to pull some tricks. He was currently set up on her left which would mean he’d take the inside, giving him an unfair advantage as well as foiling her splash plan.

      She popped her truck into reverse and backed up, laughing as Frankie spun around in his seat to see what she was up to. She cranked her wheel hard and pulled alongside Frankie’s left, putting her in line for the inside track.

      How she wished she could see his face now but she was too high up to see him down on her passenger side.

      She frowned out her windshield. How was she going to know when it was time to race? That was why he was always on the left. Practicality.

      Well, practicality would have to take a back seat today. It was her turn to win.

      She put the truck in ‘park’ and unbuckled her seatbelt so she could crawl across the seat to look down at Frankie.

      He grimaced up at her. “Maybe not so smart, huh?”

      “I’ll honk. On the third honk, go.”

      Frankie shrugged and glanced up. “All right.”

      Mandy settled herself back behind the wheel. She made sure her truck was in four-wheel drive and, taking a deep breath, visualized winning. She was ready to rumble. To roll. To cream his sorry white, tight little pinchable buttocks.

      She only hoped he realized that when she moved into his building she was going to have to make some major alterations such as cutting holes in the outer walls and roof for venting, maybe move a few walls, and redo the plumbing and electrical. Because one way or another, that place was going to end up with a restaurant in it.

      Well, maybe.

      Mandy took a deep breath, trying to shut out all the reasons why she shouldn’t open her own place and focus on how nice it was to be the one in control of the race start for once. How great it was to have a moment to compose herself and get her head in the--HONK!

      “Frankie!”

      Geez. He was so impatient. She was the one who was going to honk. Now she had to start all over again with her visualization.

      HONK!

      Son of a--HONK!

      “Frankie!”

      Mandy shoved her foot down on the accelerator, her tires spinning out as Frankie pulled away, the mud not bogging him down one iota. What the? Those weren’t mud tires. Did he under-inflate them for better floatation? The tricky punk! She eased up on the gas, quickly moving forward, catching up with him.

      They took the first turn neck-and-neck, her backend slipping out in sync with Frankie’s. As he straightened out moments before her, mud spat up from his tires, hitting the body of her truck with great thuds as he pulled ahead. He took the short right bend in the track, leaving her behind. She tried not to flinch as more mud hit her paint job as his car fishtailed. She pinned it, cutting him off before he could move over and take the inside lead for the next corner. She tore between two stands of poplars, their tender buds tapping her sides as she flew by. She could worry about paint scratches later, she had a race to win.

      Her truck hit the snow and ice and accelerated over the compact ground. She flew into the sun and splashed through a massive, slushy puddle. She grinned, certain she’d drenched Frankie’s windshield if he was still back there.

      Clenching the steering wheel, her arms jerked as she flew through squiggly mud, then over a sudden patch of hard pack. She slowed for the second last turn, her breathing jagged with adrenaline. She waited for the right second to accelerate, pulling herself straight so she could bring it home. One more curve. She saw a flash of Frankie’s car behind her and grinned. She was going to win!

      For once!

      He must be so frustrated.

      She let out a laugh.

      Wait. Unless he was letting her win. No, there was no reason for him to do that. Especially since she’d gloat around town for months.

      She went into the last turn, glee making her hit the accelerator too soon. Her back end slipped out. She tried steering into her spin and forced herself to relax. The steering wheel felt locked as momentum morphed her spin into a long, uncontrolled skid. The thick mud and heavy snow worked against her efforts and her built up speed took her sideways. She steered and played with the gas pedal, afraid she’d hit something hard and overturn. She frantically forced the steering wheel this way and that, in hopes of regaining control.

      Nothing.

      The bushes and the fence at the edge of the meadow were coming up fast beside her. If she managed to accelerate to pull out of the skid, she’d surely end up in the creek, taking out the hiker’s foot bridge. Either option left her with a ruined paint job and quite possibly much more.

      The seatbelt dug into her shoulder and her hands slipped on the wheel.

      Breathe!

      Focus!

      You can do this.

      Look where you want your vehicle to go.

      It wasn’t working. Nothing was working! Her heart thundered so hard, she could feel it punching the locked seatbelt.

      Still skidding sideways, she watched Frankie take the lead. He was moving uncharacteristically slow, cautious. He was going to win while she totaled her truck for nothing.

      She let out a cry of frustration and slammed the gas, sending clumps of snow, mud, and grass flying over her truck as her tires tore at the earth, clumps hitting the windshield and obscuring her vision.

      In a panic, she slammed on the brakes, Frankie’s advice about always accelerating out of bad situations fully ignored. She’d rather get stuck than keep heading for her current options. With both feet jammed down on the brake pedal, she slowly spun to a halt. Her hair fell over her face and she rested her sweaty forehead against the steering wheel as she let out a shuddery exhale. Safe. She was safe.

      She hadn’t won, but she was alive and hadn’t totaled her pride and joy. Hooray for small miracles.

      She slowed her breathing until she was no longer making little gasping yips. There was a low knock on her door and she slowly opened it.

      “Okay?” Frankie asked, looking up, face pale.

      She nodded.

      “Good,” he said, leaning back on his heels, a huge grin growing. “Because it looks like you’re opening a rent-free restaurant on Main Street, Miss M.”
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      Mandy wiped down the window table, watching the couple a few tables away as they enjoyed their coffee, each leaning over the table to catch every word the other shared. No cellphones vying for attention. No kids interrupting and spilling drinks. No staring out the window, waiting for the meal to be over. Just absorbing bliss.

      With her hands still trembling from her almost-crash, she emptied the last of the coffee pot into the sink at the back and glanced over her shoulder toward Benny’s office. Maybe she could convince him the rumors were simply about her wishes to renovate the place, seeing as it still looked as though two places had been smooshed together--which they had. Benny was well aware she was tired of tripping over the ratty carpet seam between the old and new floor.

      The door’s bell jangled and Mandy looked up, then glanced at the clock. The kitchen was closing in ten minutes and here was Sophie and her tired looking family. She considered turning them away, but instead, seated them before running to the kitchen to beg Leif to keep the kitchen open.

      He gave her a suffering look. “I’ve got a life, you know.”

      “So do I,” she replied before wondering whether there was any truth to the statement. She returned to the dining room, grabbing a booster seat on her way to help Sophie seat her children.

      “Oh, wait,” Sophie said, standing up. “We’re at Beth and Oz’s table.”

      “It’s okay,” Mandy said, feeling the sting at the mention of her ex and his new wife. “They’re on their honeymoon.” They wouldn’t be back at their ‘date’ table for a few more days.

      “Oh, I’m sorry Mandy.” Sophie fell into her seat with a remorseful expression.

      Mandy ignored the pity and busied herself settling menus in front of the adults and crayons and coloring pages in front of the kids. She was about to pass some to Sophie’s son when she paused, giving him a teasing smile, holding the crayons to her chest. “Wait a second…didn’t you have a birthday last week?” She gave him a look. “You’re not too big for coloring, are you?”

      The boy gave her a devilish look and made gimme hands at the crayons. She laughed and placed the plastic cup of crayons in front of him, along with a coloring placemat.

      Later, while she was running the couple’s payment through the register, she felt someone behind her. Benny, his face grim, asked, “Can I talk to you when you’re done?”

      Mandy’s stomach felt similar to one of the first times she’d raced Frankie around the meadow. She’d driven her car right over the riverbank, sending her stomach plunging hard and fast. She’d ruined her car, which had, in the end, allowed her to buy her 4x4 as well as smarten up about paying better attention when racing. She rubbed her chin in memory of the scar she’d received when she’d slammed into her steering wheel on impact. All these years, she’d worried about almost killing him at the tower? She should have worried about him killing her with their races.

      Following Benny to his office, she tried to stay cool, running through the long list of excuses she’d thought up during her shift. By the time she reached his office, she couldn’t remember a single one. She just hoped he’d be quick about whatever punishment he felt fit for her betrayal.

      Benny sat at his desk and tucked his hands under his chin. “What’s this I hear about my retiring and you taking over the place?”

      “Benny, I’m so sorry.” Mandy sagged onto the couch and sighed. “Gloria took a conversation out of context.”

      Benny nodded, silently. “Are you looking for more?”

      Mandy closed her eyes. She was tired. Tired of working so hard and not getting anywhere. And, if she was honest, tired of wanting more. She opened her eyes and studied Benny, who didn’t look anywhere near as tired as she felt.

      “I don’t know,” she said at last. “I just feel like I need to take some control of my life.”

      “And boot me out of my own business?” he asked in disbelief.

      “No. No.” She held out her hands. “I’m sorry. I was just spouting off to Gloria but she’s obviously spread the word--wrongly.”

      “You want your own place?”

      Mandy bit her lower lip and held her breath, watching Benny’s expression. She didn’t know what she wanted. And to her surprise, Benny looked more interested than anything. Not offended. Not insulted. Not peeved. Not angry. Interested. Intrigued. Kind of like Frankie.

      “Well,” she admitted, not daring to say more.

      Benny smiled. “I thought you might eventually. You have a knack for business and this business in particular.” He leaned back, hands clasped behind his head. “I think you could be quite good at it.”

      Mandy let out a breath of relief, her hope building. “You think so?”

      “Yes. However, we have a problem.”

      She winced and held her breath.

      “I’m not ready to give up this place--as ramshackle as it is. It’s what keeps me going. And this town ain’t big enough for the both of us.”

      “I could never compete with you, Benny.”

      He grinned. “That’s right you couldn’t.”

      She shifted uncomfortably. “But I was thinking if I somehow complemented your menu, there might be room for another restaurant in town.”

      Benny quirked his head and Mandy leaned forward, not quite sure where her courage was coming from, but trusted he’d hear her out without judgment or taking a bazooka to her flowering bud of a dream.

      “I believe there’s a lack of healthy food alternatives in town.”

      Benny groaned. “Not this again.”

      “Blueberry Springs,” Mandy said impatiently, “has changed from when you first opened up. I’m not talking about things people don’t know and can’t pronounce. Just simple stuff. The cities have pita and wrap places now.” She gave a one-shoulder shrug. “You know? Healthy fast food.”

      “And?”

      “And…I don’t know how to start something like that but I really think it could work.”

      Benny sat in silence for a moment. “Maybe you need to think smaller.”

      “Smaller?” She frowned at him. Being a waitress was smaller. She needed to think bigger.

      “What about a side business to get your feet wet? You could do it while waitressing.”

      “I did play with the idea of offering sandwiches for Jen’s outdoor adventures,” she admitted. “Like mini-catering or something.”

      Benny let out a chuckle. “Don’t sound so enthused.”

      “Making a few lunches isn’t really…”

      “Big enough?” Benny offered. “Gratifying? Lucrative?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well.” Benny tilted his head to the side and pursed his lips in thought. “If you decide to go that route, make sure you charge enough to make it worth your time. But maybe you should consider buying into one of those ready-made businesses instead. Those things are a business in a box. Everything is laid out, there’s training, brand recognition, marketing, everything. All you need is start-up cash and a place to set up shop.”

      “That’s what Frankie said too but they’re really expensive.”

      Benny gave her a look that made her feel bad for not talking to him first. “I’m sorry, Benny. I didn’t…” She lifted her shoulders and tried to figure out what to say that would make things okay.

      “Well, whatever you decide, make sure you give me at least two weeks’ notice before you go.” He stood and walked her to his office door, his enthusiasm fading. “Your shoes are going to be mighty big ones to fill.”

      “Thanks, Benny.” She gave him a quick hug, grateful and guilty all at once. “For everything.” She gave his beefy arms a squeeze.

      “Fly away, little birdie,” he chuckled. “And if you need anything--anything at all--you know where to find me.”

      [image: ]

      Mandy crashed onto Frankie’s couch and draped an arm over her eyes. It felt as if her whole life had been turned upside down and given a good shake this week. It was as though she was at a crossroads in high winds and without a map. But it didn’t matter which way she went: she’d never be able to return to where she’d once been and she still didn’t know if that was a blessing or not.

      Heart’s nose nudged her in the ribs and she patted his head, avoiding the tennis ball she knew he’d be offering. The dog, giving up, slumped down with a thud onto the floor.

      As the clink of ice cubes against glass moved closer, she held out her hand; a cold, damp glass nestling into her grip.

      “Thanks, Frankie.” She eased herself into a sitting position and let the vanilla spiced whiskey and Coke cool her throat. “Perfect.” Why did Frankie’s drinks taste so much better than her own? “You should have become a bartender.”

      Frankie folded himself into the armchair kitty-corner to her and sipped his own drink. “So the smell of skunk is finally gone?”

      She leaned deep into the couch’s cushions, smoothing her uniform’s shirt. “I think so.”

      She propped her feet on the coffee table, letting her socks brush against Frankie’s feet to absorb his warmth. She gave them a friendly tap with her own. The vibe in the air made her feel as though they might actually be friends again. Him believing she was accepting his building had somehow put things right again.

      Frankie let out a hacking cough, his eyes watering as he sat up to clear his chest.

      “Your cough sounds awful.” She watched him hack with alarm. “You should see a doctor.” She took a large swallow of her drink and checked her watch, perching herself on the edge of her couch. “Or get some rest.”

      “I’m fine. Just tired.”

      “I’ll go so you can get some sleep.” She took another big swallow of Coke and whiskey. It was a good thing she’d walked over.

      “No, stay.” He leaned back in his chair. “Tell me about your day. After I creamed you in the meadow, of course.” He gave her a pleased wink.

      She waited until the color had returned to his cheeks before settling back into her spot. “Same as ever.”

      “Benny heard the rumors?”

      She nodded, trying to ease her way back into a comfortable position, but unable to find one.

      “What’d he say?” Frankie prompted.

      She waved a hand through the air, dismissing the conversation.

      “Did you get fired?” Frankie asked.

      She scowled. “No!”

      “Well, I would have let you go. A subversive employee learning the ropes only so she can secretly go out on her own and take you down…” Frankie tsked and sipped his drink.

      Mandy whipped a cushion at him. He caught it deftly and tossed it back, messing up her hair as it flew by. “Hey! My drink!” she said, holding it up out of harm’s way.

      Frankie held up his own in protest.

      “You’re such a punk.” She tried to hide her smile behind her glass. She loved it when they could play like this. He was going to make some woman lucky--coming home to him every night wouldn’t be a hardship.

      “So? When are you opening your own place?”

      “I’m not.” She shifted, unsure why Benny had all but pushed her out the door.

      “Sure you are. You lost the bet.”

      Mandy glowered at him.

      “What?” he asked. “Are you…chicken?”

      Mandy let out a long-suffering sigh and rolled her eyes. “Frankie…”

      “What, Little Miss Yellow Belly?”

      “Have you ever even thought of how much work it would be? How much skill someone would need? Knowledge.” She began ticking things off on her fingers, careful not to tilt her glass over too far. “Money, time, experience, management know-how, staff… Plus, Blueberry Springs already has a diner, a restaurant, and two fast food places. Where would I fit in? What if me adding one more place meant someone else had to close their doors? That would be even better than being the one responsible for you falling off the tower,” she said sarcastically.

      Frankie rubbed his chin and watched her. “Did I ever tell you how sexy your polyester uniform looks on you? Especially when you’re slightly pissed off.” He tapped the base of his neck, while gazing at the same spot on her, which was exposed by her uniform. “Your chest gets kind of red and--”

      She whipped another cushion at him, hitting his arm, his drink sloshing over his T-shirt.

      “Hey!” He gave her a look that indicated her actions had been completely uncalled for.

      “Why do I even bother trying to talk to you?” She clunked her heavy-bottomed glass on the table and stood.

      “Aw, Mandy, come on. I was just teasing. You’re over-thinking this whole thing. Panicking at the idea of change when it’s all you’ve ever wanted. It’s what’s right.” He met her at the end of the coffee table and slung an arm around her shoulders, drawing her in, sending shivers across her body. “You’ve got what it takes. Jump in and see where it takes you.”

      “Right. Just throw my savings into the wind and see what happens. Great business plan.”

      “Look.” Frankie pulled her into a full hug, his body strong against hers, his breath warm in her hair. “You’ve always said it’s in your late twenties when everything comes together and a person really gets to shine. But maybe sometimes things need a little nudge. Maybe you have to step out of your comfort zone and take the first step so the world knows it’s your time and it can step up and help.”

      Mandy sighed and eased out of his embrace, her fingers lingering on his chest a little longer than necessary. He must have been secretly working out because his chest had become firm in a way that made her want to run her hands down to check out his abs as well. Instead, she took a big step back and flopped onto the couch. Frankie sat beside her, his knee resting against hers. She stared at the denim, refusing to think about how his body heat was traveling up her leg and what it would feel like to be fully wrapped in his warmth.

      “Start with something easy like a franchise. Those things pop up like they were sneezed out by a restaurant-creating giant. They’ve got to be designed so any idiot could run one.”

      “Gee, thanks.” She gave him a shove.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said with a grin.

      “Well, giant-sneeze-goobers are out of the running--I already checked. Expensive.” Mandy pulled a magazine off the coffee table and flipped through a few pages of souped-up trucks. A letter tucked between the pages fell out and she skimmed it as Frankie’s body tensed beside her. “What’s this?” she asked.

      Frankie crossed his arms and tried to act casual. “An offer.”

      “Well, I know that!” She shook her head at the television show’s letterhead. “This is big time. When do you go?”

      Frankie took a large gulp of his drink.

      “What?” Mandy asked, her voice low. “You’re going to say no?”

      “It’s too much work,” Frankie said offhandedly.

      “You thrive on too much work.”

      “I don’t have time.”

      “You make time for something like this.” She nudged her knee against his, wanting to push him physically as well as verbally. She flicked the letter. “They’re asking you to remake a Mercury Roadster. You’d be on an episode of Roadster!”

      “I know.”

      “You can’t pass this up! You’ve wanted to work on one of these for as long as I’ve known you and the exposure and money would be phenomenal. You’d be able to do your restorations full-time.”

      “I know.”

      “Well, then what?”

      He shrugged.

      “I’ll take care of Heart, if that’s what’s stopping you.”

      Frankie ran a hand through his hair and let out a long breath.

      “You have the skills, Frankie.”

      He nodded.

      She leaned forward to scratch Heart’s ears and to hide the emotions suddenly storming through her. Why was she so intent on him going away for weeks--heck, according to this letter, up to several months--when in her heart, she was freaking out that he’d hook up with the busty Roadster hostess and never come home?

      She looked at her chipped fingernail polish and sighed. She supposed she couldn’t expect him to stay single forever just because she wanted him to. Besides, the busty gal would likely be cool with Mandy and Frankie being friends. Gorgeous TV stars didn’t get their panties in a knot over small-town waitress friends.

      “I didn’t think you’d feel so strongly about it,” Frankie said, gently rubbing her back.

      “Why are you saying no to something that could be really good for you?” She sat up, facing him.

      Frankie’s body became very still--as still as the air between them. “You don’t do the things I think would be good for you,” he pointed out.

      Mandy picked at the nail polish on her left thumb. “We’re talking about you, not me. And this is different. A no-risk way to change your life.”

      “I like my life.”

      “But you don’t think I like mine,” she stated.

      “Do you disagree?”

      She let out a long sigh.

      “Maybe I’d like to change my life, but it’s not like this.” She waved the letter. “Handed to me. Easy. There’s a really good chance I’ll mess it up and fail.”

      “Mandy there’s always risk. If you want to be the woman I know you want to be, this is your shot. Take some money from me and fix up that building and be happy already.” He let out an unimpressed, impatient exhale. “Sometimes taking a risk leads to really good things.”

      “I can’t take that kind of risk with your money or your building.”

      “What? I’m not good enough?” He thrust his shoulders forward. “You have to do everything on your own?”

      “Look.” Her hands clenched into tight bundles by her side. “I’m not willing to ruin our friendship. I’ll happily be a waitress forever if it means keeping you as a friend. I’d rather do anything than hurt you.”

      “Too late on that one,” he muttered.

      Mandy’s eyelids flicked closed and she fought for control. “Frankie…”

      “Why won’t you accept my help, Mandy? Why won’t you accept me?”

      “Because…” She gripped his face, staring him in the eye, needing him to understand. “You’re the one thing I can’t afford to lose.”
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      It was time to show Frankie who was the chicken. She could accept help. Frankie just couldn’t see it because he had his own case of chickenitis. She was going to show him who had the courage. She was going to do this new career thing. She was woman, hear her roar.

      Taking a side street, she marched up to her friend Jen’s rickety three-story apartment building, a former rooming house. Jogging up the outside stairs, she knocked on her door.

      “Who is it?” Jen called through the door.

      “Mandy.” She blinked and made sure her eyes were dry and waited for the door to open. And it didn’t. “Um, can I come in?”

      “I’m in my PJs.”

      “So? I’m in my hideous uniform and have had a rather stiff drink, followed by a fight with Frankie. So who cares? Well, unless your jammies are a thong and a see-through top. No offence, but I really don’t want to see that.”

      The door unlocked and swung open a few inches, Jen’s round face shooting her a wary glance. “What?”

      “Do you have a man in there or something?”

      “No!” Jen opened the door further.

      Mandy rolled her eyes. “You’re still such a city transplant. Who locks their doors or asks who it is before opening?” Mandy strode past her friend. “Okay. Idea.” She clapped her hands and spun to face Jen again. She paused and raised her eyebrows at Jen’s short Tweetie Bird nightie. Jen put her hands on her hips, daring Mandy to say something. But Mandy wasn’t about to mess with the strong gal. Even if she was wearing something she probably should’ve given up around her eleventh birthday.

      “So you know how you’ve started doing those excursions out into the wilderness with Wally’s sports shop?”

      Jen nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Food is a problem, right?”

      Jen gave her a frown. “You mean, like, keeping it from the bears?”

      “No, I mean getting some in the first place. Healthy food.” Mandy rubbed her forehead. That whiskey and Coke was muddling her head. The idea had sounded half decent on her walk over.

      “Well, we usually just brown bag our meals and snacks.”

      “But maybe it’s not always nutritious and good fuel or whatever, right?” She squinted at Jen.

      “Um. Sometimes, I guess. I haven’t really paid attention to what others are eating and when they sign up and ask about food, I give them suggestions. I actually have a few food ideas on the blog I just started. I can write down the URL if you want.”

      Mandy rolled onto the balls of her tired feet. “What about doing one better and offering clients pre-made lunches?”

      Jen paused, head tilted. “Wouldn’t it be kind of hard to take Benny’s meals all the way out to the woods? Sometimes we go out really far and--”

      “No,” Mandy said impatiently. “I mean, what if I--like, my own business kind of thing--made sandwiches and salads and healthy snacks like homemade granola bars and trail mix or whatever makes your clients go gaga.”

      Jen nodded slowly. “Yeah. Maybe. How much would it cost?”

      Mandy paused. “Well, it would depend on what you wanted. Healthy eating isn’t cheap, but if you ordered enough, we could make a profit--both of us.”

      “I don’t know,” Jen said slowly.

      “It would make your excursions different from what Jojo’s doing in Derbyshire.”

      “Yeah...”

      “I’d do everything. You don’t have to think of a thing. I can make up the meals and bring them to you. And all you--”

      “What about food allergies and sensitivities and stuff like that?” Jen perched on the end of her couch. “I’d have to have forms or something.”

      “I can make forms. And menus!” Her hand shot in the air, inspiration hitting her full-force. Her mind conjured everything from business logos to killer sandwich ideas.

      “I’m not sure either of us are ready for this, Mandy.” Jen chewed on the corner of her thumbnail. “I’m still sort of figuring everything out, you know?” Jen gave her ponytail a sudden jerk, tightening it. “I’m barely meeting the minimum number for my excursions. I don’t see how you can make it affordable with my small numbers. My needs would be too inconsistent.”

      Mandy crossed her arms. “I can find a way to make it work.”

      “Not if you’re starting out.” Jen shook her head. “You can’t work for nothing and I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to provide enough to keep you going.” She gave Mandy a thoughtful look and rubbed the bags under her eyes. “Have you considered catering--parties or weddings or something bigger like that?”

      Mandy scrunched her nose. She wasn’t really big on the whole catering idea. Too stressful with all the last minute preparation caterers had to do. She’d give herself a heart attack. She needed something a bit more slow and steady. And making some lunches here and there would at least let her feel like she was doing something with her life besides waitressing.

      “It’s so much work starting your own business, Mandy.” Jen disappeared behind a half wall and reappeared with two small tubs of ice cream. She handed one, along with a spoon, to Mandy and flopped onto the green sofa. “Way more than you probably realize.” She started ticking things off on her fingers. “You need to register your business, get bank accounts, advertise, arrange equipment, get insurance, fill out a pile of government forms, and get loans for money you didn’t even know you needed. You end up with about eight-hundred lists just to stay half-organized, and on top of it all, you still have to show up for your regular shifts.” She gave Mandy an apologetic glance. “I just don’t think I can add another element right now. Maybe after I’ve done it for a full year. Then maybe we could work out a menu and figure out how to make money without charging everyone fifteen bucks a sandwich.”

      Mandy blew out a sigh, making her bangs flutter. She scooped a big spoonful of chocolate into her mouth, giving herself instant brain freeze.

      It was starting to look like if she wanted to make something of herself, she would have to have to plug her nose, shut her eyes, and dive right off that plank and into the unknown.
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      Mind spinning with legal clauses, investor score sheets and lingo she’d never even heard before today’s franchise research, Mandy flopped on her mother’s couch, feeling discouraged. She was never going to be able to figure out buying a franchise. Maybe she should learn how to be happy engulfed in nothing more than comfy, worn cushions and soap opera dramas. She grabbed a gumdrop out of the plastic bag her mother had spilled open beside her on the coffee table and sucked off its sugar coating.

      “How did you get the big scratch in your fender?” Mandy asked.

      “Shh,” her mother scolded, her eyes glued to the television screen.

      Mandy pulled her ringing phone from her jacket and answered it.

      “I fixed your taillights,” replied the gruff voice.

      “Dad?”

      Mandy’s mother shot her a cold look and Mandy popped off the couch to take her call in the other room in case her mother could kill her ex through the phone with her icy glare.

      “They were spotty,” her father explained, “so I put in those big bulbs while you were at work yesterday. They were easy to find--they’re more common than those little LED things. I don’t know what those guys at the parts store were thinking, selling you those. I’ve told you time and again, there are men who will take advantage of the fact that you’re a woman--”

      “Dad,” Mandy groaned. “Those taillights were custom!”

      “Custom pieces of garbage. You’re lucky you have those good, reliable bulbs back in there, telling the world you’re coming to a stop. I also noticed your apartment’s address sign was getting rusty and your landlord and I discussed getting it replaced.”

      “Dad, I can talk to my landlord myself.”

      “I know,” he said in a placating tone that brought her right back to all the other times he’d made her feel as though he didn’t trust her to figure stuff out.

      “I’m not fluff!” she snapped, trying to remind herself this was his way of showing he cared about her.

      “Mandy, your father is just taking care of you,” broke in her stepmother.

      “Am I on speaker? Do you know how rude it is to have someone on speaker phone and not tell them!”

      “Mandy…” her father warned.

      She pulled in a deep breath. “Dad, thank you for caring about me, but please ask before you fix things. Sometimes I like things the way they are.”

      “You like rusty old signs?” her stepmother piped up. “If that thing had fallen on you when you were slamming that old door, you’d have lockjaw before you hit the ground with your head wound. That sign was not safe.”

      “Good point, Trish,” her dad chipped in. “I’ll see if I can get her door changed out. She pays good rent and should have a door that secures properly.”

      “I gotta go.” Mandy hung up and returned to the living room, flopping onto the couch beside her mother, who had muted the commercials.

      “Gotta love him,” her mother stated tightly.

      “He’s just trying to show me he cares.” Mandy grabbed a handful of gumdrops and shoved them in her mouth, careful to make sure she turned the ringer off on her phone in case her father decided to call back.

      “How are things with Frankie?”

      “I’ll find a way to get him on that show,” she said, still chewing. “It’s ridiculous he’s said no.”

      “Still considering opening your own place?” her mother asked with a side look that indicated she was less than impressed by the idea.

      “It’s worth checking out my options, though, don’t you think?”

      “Owning a business is so risky.” Her mother’s lips puckered. “It’s so much better to let someone else have the headaches and stress. Who wants to worry about how to pay people and the topsy-turvy economy?”

      All day, Mandy had flip-flopped between excitement and wanting to jump in, to being massively overwhelmed and terrified. She’d come to her mom’s in hopes that the visit would help her reach a conclusion. If her mother thought opening her own restaurant was scary, it was likely the smartest move she could make to avoid becoming just like her. And at the end of the day, the prospect of becoming her mother was a whole lot scarier than figuring out how to start a business.

      “What about going with a franchise?” Mandy asked. “They come with a marketing plan and a market analysis.” Well, some of them. Some of them wanted her to come up with all of that.

      “A franchise?” Her mother quirked a heavily plucked eyebrow that was mostly eyeliner sketched in an arch.

      “Well, what else? A brownie stand? I don’t know how to run a business on my own.” She sank lower into the couch and rested her chin on her chest. The problem was the cost of opening a franchise outlet. Add in permits and legal fees to the cost of modifying Frankie’s building while keeping its heritage charm and her savings would be gone before she even got close to signing on the dotted line.

      She rubbed her eyelids and sighed. She probably wasn’t even eligible for a loan big enough to buy into a franchise, anyway.

      “That’s right. You don’t know how to run a business,” her mother agreed. “You know how to be a waitress.”

      “I know more than how to deliver food before it gets cold.”

      “I didn’t say you didn’t.”

      “I can learn how to run a business. I mean, look at the people in town running their own places. It’s not like they went to business school either. And with a franchise, I’d get a business plan. Stick tab A in slot A. Repeat through alphabet. Congratulations, you followed the instructions and now own a restaurant.” She gave a feeble clap and a cheer.

      “I think you need more than waitressing to get a franchise,” her mother said. “Stay smart and don’t burn yourself out. It’s okay being a waitress. Look at all the free time you have.” Her mother’s attention turned to the screen and she shushed Mandy before she could retort.

      Mandy grabbed a handful of gumdrops and let herself out of the house.

      Walking to her apartment, she pulled out her cell phone and found the Wrap it Up website, feeling certain that the young franchise would let her join them. Since it was new, they were only asking for a small fee as they established brand recognition. They were looking for people willing to put in elbow grease and right now, that might as well be her middle name. Clicking on the contact link, she dialed their number. This was it. No time like the present to jump in and change your life.

      Excitement swept over her like a tidal wave, pulling her in to her new future as Mandy, Restaurant Owner. She stretched the tension out from between her shoulder blades and waited as the phone rang on the other end of the line.

      “Hi, my name is Mandy Mattson,” she said into the phone when she was asked to leave a message. Her heart thundered so hard in her chest, she was afraid it was going to crack a rib as she explained why she was calling. Once she hung up, she yanked open her apartment’s outer door--with no worries of that old sign falling on her like her stepmother feared--and trundled up the steps. Inside her apartment, she kicked off her shoes and dropped into downward dog, the balls of her feet gripping the hardwood. She slowed her breathing, and, inhaling with purpose, went through the Sun Salutation. She calmed her thoughts, stilled her mind and let the answer to her future come to her.

      The phone rang and she punched the speaker button without looking. There was no way it could be the wrap place already.

      “Mandy, please?” asked an unfamiliar male voice.

      “Speaking,” she said slowly.

      “Got your message. Seth Freedly here, CEO of Wrap it Up.”

      CEO?!? She gripped the table for support.

      “I hear you’re interested in finding out more about joining. Got a minute? Let’s set something up for next week.”
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      Mandy straightened her pencil skirt and checked her reflection in her compact. She looked like a successful businesswoman. A powerhouse--well, if she could stop grinning from ear to ear like an eager fourth grader--with her glossy hair, flawless makeup and plucked brows. Slick, smooth, and sexy. Definitely more than some waitress desperate to have Seth Freedly, Mr. CEO himself, say yes to changing her life. She was still shocked at how quickly he wanted to meet and discuss the possibility of a Blueberry Springs restaurant. Her emailed application must have been much more convincing than she’d thought.

      Inhaling slowly, she prepped herself for his possible questions. Jodi, the diner’s waitress, came by and flipped Mandy’s coffee cup right side up. “You’re dressed nice. No shift today?” She tipped her head in the direction of the diner’s main competition, Benny’s Big Burger--possibly the worst name ever for the family restaurant that was well-known for its pastas.

      Mandy shot her a nervous half smile. “I look okay?”

      Jodi slopped coffee into Mandy’s cup and lowered her voice. “You’ve got half the diner wondering what restaurant deal you’re wheeling and dealing.”

      She should have met Seth at the library. Not only was she probably committing a major faux pas by meeting in a diner to discuss opening a competing business, a good chunk of the town was at the ready to eavesdrop. If this meeting didn’t go well, she’d be explaining herself for the next five years. She half stood, slurping the awful coffee. “I think I’ll meet him in the library.”

      She slung her bag over her shoulder and was about to drop change on the table for her coffee when a dapper looking man in a sharp suit entered the diner. His keen eyes skimmed the patrons, spending barely a fraction of a second on each person, until they lit on Mandy. He stopped, his gaze backtracking to settle on her. The corners of his lips turned up and his cool all-business keenness softened ever so slightly. She returned his smile and he grinned as his fine head of hair resumed its turning scan, even though his attention seemed to be stuck in her direction.

      Wait a second…Mandy dropped into her chair as the realization struck her. He thought she was hitting on him. He didn’t believe he was meeting with her! She was already failing the test. She wasn’t a convincing businesswoman despite the getup. She’d taught herself important lingo such as brand recognition and population density for nothing.

      Her stomach lurched and she wished Frankie was by her side to calm her, to help her figure out where she’d messed up and how to fix it. But he wasn’t here.

      She had to pull it together on her own.

      He believed she could do this and everyone in the diner was watching her, ready to tell her she’d reached too far when she fell short of her goal.

      She bolstered her courage and stood, taking a few steps toward Seth, tipping a shoulder toward him. She might suck at the business stuff, but if he responded to flirting, then she was going to walk out of here with a deal. She was not going to fall on her face. Not this time.

      She indicated the empty chair across from her at the wobbly, slightly sticky table. Seth’s eyebrows lifted and his smile turned to a grin as he quickly made up the space between them.

      “Mandy Mattson?” he asked, his voice a nice, deep boom in the small room. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      She slipped her hand into his, stepping closer so she’d be a tad cozier than a business partner but still within professional bounds. “Seth Freedly, I presume?” She lowered her voice so it had a slight throatiness to it.

      He swallowed and leaned in, tucking his leather folder under his arm so he could wrap his free hand around their grasp. “The one and only.”

      She took her hand from his and lightly touched the hollow below her throat, as if adjusting an invisible necklace. His eyes followed her hand’s movements and she could have sworn his pupils dilated. Which meant she had him right where she wanted him. She’d be fine unless she tried to talk business.

      She made herself breathe calmly while reclaiming the seat she’d vacated. New plan of action. She’d think first. Flirt second. Talk third.

      “What makes you want to put up a Wrap it Up stand up in a dinky little town like this?” he asked, glancing around the diner. “You know you’d end up having to stay for at least twelve months to get your place on its feet. I can’t imagine what this place would have to offer a gal like you after hours.” He shot her a wink and gave his head a gentle, amused shake.

      “Oh, well, you know.” She awkwardly reached forward to touch his hand, laughing, but not feeling it. Truthfully, she felt insulted on behalf of her hometown and wanted to walk away from Seth, not flirt. She caught sight of Jodi watching, head bent close to her twin sister’s as they gossiped and speculated about Mandy’s meeting.

      Mentally, she modified a few of her rehearsed lines, trying for a business persona once again. “The town is being revitalized as a tourist area for granola types. Blueberry Springs has a lot of hiking trails, camping, and white water rafting. And there’s a lot of history in this town, from mining to ranching, and that gives it an unique flavor. I think it’s a perfect time to expand Wrap It Up into a new market such as…as this one.”

      His expression grew bored and he waved her lines away. “What do I have to do to get a cup of coffee here?”

      Mandy waved at Jodi, turning Seth’s upside down cup over.

      “You know, the familiarity of a chain such as Wrap it Up can provide a certain level of comfort to potential customers. It’s a brand people have quickly come to trust.”

      “Yeah, nobody knows us yet.” He raised his voice for Jodi’s sake. “Can I get two cream?”

      Mandy continued, undeterred. “Should you decide to do a market analysis of Blueberry Springs, you’ll find it has two well-established restaurants--including this diner--and two fast food places, as well as a semi-seasonal ice cream-slash-coffee shop.” She faltered as his attention drifted. Frankie, at least, had still looked semi-interested even after hearing her little speeches for the fifth and sixth time. “There are no healthy, affordable alternatives for tourists or locals who want something more than a burger and fries.”

      Jodi paused at their table, her pot of coffee slack in her grasp. Her eyes darted warily to the man sitting across from Mandy. She mouthed to Mandy, “Who is he?”

      Mandy pushed Seth’s cup under Jodi’s pot and smiled tightly. “Thanks, hon.”

      After sloshing some bitter brew into the cup, Jodi dropped two creamers on the table and very slowly slid away, shooting Mandy a look she couldn’t decipher.

      Was it that obvious she was about to get rejected?

      Seth took a sip and winced, just about spitting out his coffee.

      Mandy leaned a little closer and whispered, “I assume Wrap it Up can one-up this guck?”

      “This stuff should be filling the engines of diesel trucks,” he whispered back, smiling at her, his eyes traveling south of her blouse’s neckline.

      Mandy made herself laugh lightly, resisting the urge to button her shirt to her chin, and said conspiratorially, “You should see what passes for food here. Another excellent reason why I feel a Wrap it Up would kick butt in Blueberry Springs.”

      Seth’s eyes flicked from plate to plate in the diner as locals shoveled food into their mouths. “They seem to enjoy it.”

      Panic reared up. She needed demographics. Charts. Pie graphs. Thick reports stapled together. A laser pointer. A projector. Spreadsheets. A crowd of people chanting, “We want healthy! We want wraps!”

      Mandy caught movement out of the corner of her eye and she glanced up, then quickly down again. Wini, the bank’s loan manager, was making her way toward them with a purpose Mandy didn’t like. She ran a hand through her hair and propped her head in her hand, effectively blocking the woman. Nobody would read her body language as, ‘Come chat!’

      Apparently, Wini, as good as she was at managing the bank, didn’t understand body language.

      “Mandy! So sorry I missed you yesterday. I must have caught what Frankie had.” Wini covered her mouth and gave a wheezy cough.

      “No problem,” Mandy said smoothly. “I’ve got everything sorted and will touch base with you later in the week, okay?” She tried to silently communicate to Wini that she needed to act less small town and shut her yap ASAP. Definitely not start asking about the money Mandy needed to borrow--or even worse, hint that Mandy didn’t have a financial leg to stand on as a small town waitress.

      Wini smiled and nodded, easing away from the table. “Of course.” She gave Mandy a big, obvious wink, raising her eyebrows in Seth’s direction before flashing her a quick thumbs-up.

      Mandy prayed her cheeks weren’t flushing and turned her attention back to Seth who had leaned back in his chair and was tapping the table thoughtfully. He appraised her again.

      “It can be difficult for outsiders to win the trust of small towns and connections can definitely help in making things work.” His attention returned to the diner and he sized it up with a practiced eye. Mandy bit her bottom lip, feeling horrible about not correcting him about his outsider comment.

      “You know, the small town market may have been something I’ve wrongly overlooked in the past.” He crossed his arms and studied Mandy again, his attention focused on her large cubic zirconia earrings. “Tell me…why would a savvy businesswoman such as yourself choose Blueberry Springs?”

      Mandy felt her stomach pack its heaviest bags, pick up, and trundle on down to visit her feet. Her mouth grew dry and she fought off the panic welling up around her like a river breaching its banks. Hadn’t she just told him why Blueberry Springs was the place to start a Wrap it Up?

      “It’s a hub. I feel there’s a sizeable market here.”

      Again, he waved her away, leaning on the table. “I meant, you. Less business, more real life. Tell me about Mandy.”

      “Oh.” She sat back, taken off guard. There was no way she was telling him she was a waitress and nothing more. “I like to race a friend. There’s a track and we…” Her story already sounded lame. Racing wasn’t what businesswomen did. They drank wine and laughed at sophisticated jokes. They…well, she didn’t know what all they did but she was sure they didn’t get their trucks muddy for fun.

      “A boyfriend?”

      “Oh, uh, no. Just a friend.” She shifted uncomfortably.

      “Good.” He leaned closer, his gaze on her lips. “Boyfriends can be distracting.”

      Unable to help herself, she tipped her body away from his as he moved closer.

      “Starting a business takes a lot of time,” he added. “Family?”

      “My parents are divorced.”

      “I meant kids?”

      “No. No distractions.”

      He was watching her again, judging her, and she had no clue how she was measuring up. Around the diner, friends and acquaintances were giving her curious smiles when they caught her eye. Frankie had made this all sound as though it was in the palm of her hand--hers for the taking. But now…it didn’t feel that way. Not at all.

      She could hear people talking about them, the odd word reaching her such as “waitress” and “Benny’s” and “Frankie’s building.”

      She needed to get out of here. If Seth was going to reject her she needed it to happen in private so she could save face and make up some line about his bottom-line not being good enough for Blueberry Springs.

      “Do you want to see the building I’ve got picked out?” she blurted out.

      He perked up. “I love revamping buildings.”

      Smiling, Mandy pushed away from the table and stood. “I’ll just have to make a stop along the way and get the key.”

      “You don’t own it?” he asked, his steps slowing as they made their way to the door.

      “Oh…” She waved a hand and gave him a huge, disarming grin. “The, uh, caretaker has the key.” She flashed her attention around the room, hoping nobody would let that get back to Frankie.

      At the door, she let her shoulder brush against Seth’s as he held the door for her, shooting him a smile. “It’s just a few doors down. You’ll adore it.”

      The April breeze chased them down Main Street to the parts store where she stopped and subtly batted her lashes while pointing at the buildings across the street. “You’ll notice the older architecture. I think the character will appeal to the Wrap it Up demographic.”

      Before Seth could ask for more details, she pushed into Frankie’s store. If they went any deeper into demographics she’d prove just how green she really was. She was working on instinct here, and didn’t have the fancy business training to back up her gut feelings. So she was spraying on bullcrap. And, honestly, the thing with bullcrap was that it was best sprayed on quickly then left to dry on its own.

      “Frankie,” she called as she strode toward him, checking over her shoulder to make sure Seth was staying put on the sidewalk.

      Her friend looked up from a parts catalogue at the counter and let out a low whistle. “What are you up to, Miss Serious Business Lady?”

      She gave a half curtsey. “Can I borrow the keys to your building?”

      Frankie leaned away from the counter and slid his hands into his pockets. “How’s it going so far?”

      “Fine. It’s…unexpected.” She still wasn’t sure how to take Seth.

      “That’s good?”

      She shrugged. “What do I know about business?”

      He dangled the keys in front of him while coming around the counter. “For future reference, if you’re trying to lay low, that outfit is a dead giveaway that you’re up to something.” He eyed her again and put a swagger in his hips. “Come hither, young librarian, and show me 613.9.”

      She snorted and shoved him away.

      Dodger called out from a nearby shelf, where he was taking inventory, “What’s 613.9?”

      Frankie waggled his brows at Mandy. “Me, baby. All me.”

      Mandy felt her cheeks burn as she muttered to Dodger, “It’s the Dewey Decimal call number for sexual techniques. Your friend here has no class.”

      “He’s your friend, too,” Dodger said mildly, digging through the drawer at the main counter.

      Mandy made a grab for the keys, but Frankie tugged them out of reach, causing her to scramble on her heels when she came up short. “Frankie. He’s waiting and I don’t want to blow my impression.”

      “How do you two know what 613.9 is?” Dodger asked. It looked like he was writing the call number on the back of his hand.

      Mandy shook her head, ignoring Dodger. She wiggled her fingers impatiently. “Keys.”

      “Is that him?” Frankie tipped his head toward Seth, who was standing outside, gazing up at the buildings, his cell phone pushed against his ear. “He looks slick.”

      Mandy glanced at Seth, with his styled short hair, neat suit, and general well-kept look. She glanced back at Frankie, who had engine grease under his nails and was wearing an old pair of jeans and a shirt advertising some sort of gear company. She wouldn’t want to see him any other way and his rugged look was definitely more appealing than a man in a suit. The two men were night and day. But right now, she needed day to help her snag night.

      “So? Can I show him the building? Is the offer still open?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Frankie slowly relinquishing the keys, his focus still on Seth. “It’s the square one. You sure you want to do business with him?”

      “I’m not sure of anything, Frankie. But the fact that he wants to see the building has to be a good sign.”

      “Can I meet him?”

      She put a hand on his chest. “Let me handle this. Please.”

      Frankie twisted his mouth into a doubtful shape. “Be careful. He seems…” He scrunched up his mouth again.

      Mandy stood beside Frankie, staring at the man on the other side of the glass. He was well put together and a bit odd, but he was the one who could help her change her life. She needed him.

      Seth turned to look inside the store, phone still jammed against his ear, and Mandy popped into action. She thanked Frankie, hustling to meet up with Seth outside.

      “I never said you’d be living on a beach in Barbados while someone else did all the work. This is a business, not a get rich quick scheme.” Seth’s jaw locked as he paced in a circle, muscles working as he flexed his free hand. He inhaled deeply and gave Mandy an exaggerated look of eternal suffering. He said into the phone, “Well, maybe it is mismanagement. I’ll come shadow you next Thursday and we’ll get this sorted once and for all.” He turned off his phone, holding his breath for a second before letting it out in a whoosh.

      Mandy turned away and said lightly over her shoulder as she took a few steps down the sidewalk, “It’s this way.”

      As they walked, Mandy focused on picking the right key off the chain while Seth said, “You know being a franchisee isn’t going to make you instantly wealthy, right?” His gaze drifted down her expensive outfit, then back up to her earrings.

      Mandy shot him an amused grin. “It would be nice if it did but I don’t really think that’s particularly realistic.”

      “Exactly! Finally. A woman with some sense in her head.”

      “Right,” she said hesitantly.

      “Sorry. It’s just, one of my franchisees thinks she should be living on an island because she has a Wrap it Up in downtown Dakota. She really doesn’t get the clientele or brand. We’re about being healthy and sexy. Movie stars like our food. That was how Wrap it Up came to be--I was catering the sets. But she always wants more, even though she has a killer location and is doing fine, financially. I do her books so I know just how well she’s doing--it’s a perk I offer all franchisees. I encourage it particularly in the first few years, as you’ll have your hands full with learning and tweaking your system. I offer to take care of everything financial, from taxes to payroll to debt payments to your royalty payments to deposits--even to paying your bills. Every month, you send it all to me and I take care of it and then send you your own little check a week later. It saves you a lot of time and hassle. Plus, I’m cheaper than an accountant and can offer money saving advice.”

      “Wow.”

      “I don’t expect you guys to be accountants as well as managers and business owners.”

      Mandy stopped in front of Frankie’s building and smiled at Seth. “That’s really nice. I really like the vibe from your company.”

      “Thanks. I like you, too.”

      Mandy blushed and worked on jamming the key into the underused lock. The door opened and she let them in. She hadn’t been in the building since it was Frankie’s grandfather’s video store and it was eerie seeing it without Grandpa Frank offering her gumdrops--still her favorite after all these years.

      The place was dirty. It was amazing how much dust had sifted in over the past two vacant years.

      She waited as Seth stepped over the threshold, his attention riveted to the phone in his hand as he thumbed out a text message. She let the door close behind them and flicked on a few lights, not thinking that, of course, Frankie would have cut the power. Which was maybe a good thing. Light would have only shown how much the place needed cleaning. As it was, the sunshine streaming through the grimy windows highlighted enough.

      “I’ll get this place cleaned up and add a nice off-white on the walls and it’ll look bigger and brighter,” she said, trying to think of something business-like to do. What did businesswomen do with their arms? She had her bag over her shoulder and had ditched the keys in it already, leaving both hands free to do something stupid. She clasped them together before unclasping them, trying to find a way to hold herself that looked both open yet professional.

      Seth glanced up from his phone. “You have to go with Apple Green.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Our décor is dictated for consistency and brand recognition. The film strip banner is mandatory, as are the movie posters.”

      “Of course,” she said quickly. “I’m sure that would really perk up the place and give it a inviting vibe.”

      “But not too inviting. You want as much turnover as possible, especially in a small space. You don’t want people hanging out if they aren’t spending money. Get them to empty their wallet and leave. That’s the only way a place this small will survive.”

      “Yes. Right.” She nodded, acting as though she knew all this.

      She turned to the corner where an old gumball machine still stood. She toyed with the crank, trying not to worry about how she was noticeably in over her head. She didn’t think like a cold-hearted businesswoman. She wanted people to come into her restaurant and use her bathroom even if they weren’t customers. She wanted people to sit around and drink coffee all afternoon. She didn’t want to hustle anyone out the door. Ever.

      She was going to have to adjust so many of her instincts and habits in order to fit into the business world.

      “So this is it?” He took a brief look, barely moving from his spot by the door. His attention moved back to his phone.

      “It’s a bit tight but it might do.” He stepped to the door.

      She met him on the sidewalk, feeling as though he was slipping away. “There’s another space that’s bigger, although it’s at the end of the street. I feel this is a better location though. Did you want measurements or pictures before I lock up?” She held the door open, in case he wanted to step through it again. She wracked her mind, trying to drum up more ways she could convince him of her worthiness.

      He shook his head and held up his phone. “I’ve got to skedaddle, but it was a pleasure meeting you.” He stepped closer and she could smell his sweet coffee breath warm her cheek. He gave her upper arm a squeeze, his look apologetic. “I’m sorry I wasn’t more attentive. I’ll look over your application and get back to you within a week.”

      She watched him peel away in his shiny SUV, feeling as though she’d just lost the winning catch in the middle of a high-stakes fishing derby.
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      She let out a defeated sigh as the SUV rounded the corner at the end of Main Street and vanished from sight.

      Who had she been trying to kid? Of course she’d lost Seth. She’d dressed up like a businesswoman and thrown some lingo around, but she had to be pretty darn stupid to think all that would fool a true businessman--especially one who had nurtured his successful chain from the ground up. He wouldn’t risk his brand or income.

      The air beside her changed, bringing with it a hint of motor oil and peppermint. Frankie.

      “Hey,” she said, facing him. Dust from the street blew up and she turned away, shutting her eyes against the grit. She sighed and tried to boost her shoulders up from their slumped position. Maybe when the street cleaners had brushed away the grime and debris from the long winter, she wouldn’t feel that oppressing weight pushing her flat against the world. Maybe then, she could be happy just the way she was.

      “Ran off, huh? I figured he was too slick for us,” Frankie said, arms crossed over his chest. He rocked back on his heels and glared in the direction the SUV had gone.

      “You may as well give in and let Mary Alice open a bingo parlor in your building. I’m pretty sure I won’t be needing it.” She sighed and began walking toward Benny’s Big Burger so she could change into her hideous uniform and live out the rest of her life in quiet desperation.

      Frankie fell into step beside her, walking close, his legs wide, like he was an armed bodyguard with too many muscles to be able to walk properly. Mandy nudged him, trying to knock him out of his tense, protective mode.

      She turned to face him, jaw set. “What are you doing?”

      “Walking with you.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t walk with a friend?” he asked, eyeing other pedestrians through slitted lids as they passed.

      Mandy jutted out a hip, arms crossed. “Frankie, you’re eyeing everyone like you’re angling for a fight. What’s up?”

      “Nothing.” His dark eyes were cloudy.

      “Nothing?” She watched him. Then, sighing, she opened her bag and passed him the keys. “Thanks.”

      “Keep them,” he said, pushing the keys back to her, his eyes still on the street.

      “Your house keys are on here.”

      Jaw working, Frankie tugged the building key off the chain and handed it back to her. “Who else are you going to interview?”

      “That was it. And they interview me, not the other way around.”

      He pulled the beginning of a fuzzy new soul patch growing below his lip that she hadn’t noticed earlier into his mouth and watched her. “Bull,” he said gently. “You have every right to interview them as well.”

      “What’s this?” she asked and leaned forward to pet the damp bit of hair, her chest thumping with anticipation. This was a sexy look on him. How had she not noticed it sooner?

      Frankie tipped his face out of reach and asked, “What do you mean, ‘That was it?’”

      “That’s the only one I qualify for.” She turned on her high heels and began clacking her way down the sidewalk.

      “What do you mean the only one?” he asked, his steps timed perfectly with hers.

      “Frankie, franchises are incredibly expensive.”

      “So? Borrow money.”

      “It’s more than you think. Besides, if it isn’t that, it’s qualifications. And there’s no way I could go independent.” Her cheeks burned with the humiliation of not being able to qualify for the one thing she’d finally decided she wanted. Didn’t life just love kicking her in the shins? If it wasn’t men, it was businesses--run by men.

      She gave Frankie’s chest a poke, his leather jacket firm under her finger. “And what about you? I’m pursuing my big adventure.” She stepped closer, wanting to take a pound of flesh out of him for knowing how close she was to losing what she wanted.

      “And?” he asked, his brows twisted in confusion.

      “The TV show?”

      His dark eyes narrowed. “What about it?”

      She quirked her head. “Are you going to man up and go for it? Or what?”

      Frankie pulled the soul patch into his mouth again and she couldn’t decide if the action was seductively sexy or simply annoying. Either way, it made her want to move closer and put her fingers over his bottom lip to release the soul patch--whatever that happened to imply.

      “I’d have to leave.”

      “It wouldn’t be forever.”

      “As your business partner, I think I should be around while you set up shop.”

      “Excuse me? My what? You’re my landlord! Should this guy even decide I’m worthy, it could be months before anything actually happens with the building.”

      “Well, I…” Frankie seemed at a loss.

      “There’s no reason you shouldn’t do this.”

      Liz Brady-Moss, Mary Alice’s sister, and second-in-command on the town’s gossip circuit, sidled up to them, taking in Mandy’s outfit with one sweep and the tension between her and Frankie with another.

      “Not now, Liz,” Mandy said. “I’m late for work.”

      “Your shift isn’t for another fifteen minutes,” Liz replied. “Who was the man you were meeting with? He had city written all over him.”

      “A slick piece of work, for sure,” Frankie added.

      Mandy ignored Liz and focused on Frankie. “Just because he wears a suit doesn’t mean he’s evil. Some people wear suits and do good, you know.” She gave his leather jacketed shoulder a light shove, hating the way his peppermint smell made her want to nuzzle her face against his shoulder.

      “He can’t be trusted,” Frankie said.

      “Why not?” asked Liz breathlessly, edging closer.

      Mandy rolled her eyes and shoved the door to Benny’s open as Frankie caught her elbow. He met her eye and said in a quiet voice, “If it’s money you need to go out on your own, I have enough. I can co-sign a loan or I can help you get started with what I have.”

      “Frankie, you know I can’t do that.” She caught Liz glancing from face to face, absorbing every word and piling up conclusions like a kid with her first set of building blocks.

      “It wouldn’t be anything fancy, but it would be yours.”

      “Look. I appreciate the offer, Frankie. But this isn’t about fancy, it’s about business, and letting friends be friends and not owing them money or making them business partners.”

      “You’d rather go with some unknown guy who doesn’t give a crap whether you make it or not?”

      “Of course he cares! It’s his business--”

      “Exactly! It wouldn’t be yours.”

      “What do you care?”

      “I was under the impression we were friends.”

      Mandy sucked in a breath, Frankie had moved closer. His breath was hot in her face and his cheeks were flushed.

      She took a step back. “Why are you taking this so personally?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Just because I’m not accepting your handouts doesn’t mean I can’t partner with a business.”

      “How do you know he’s reputable?” His voice told her he didn’t think the man was worth a pickle in a room full of cucumbers.

      “Google!” she snapped, backing into Benny’s restaurant. “That’s how I know. This is business, Frankie. There are contracts people sign. There’s protection.”

      “Big deal, if he’s the one writing them!”

      “I’ll get them looked over!” she retorted, her voice rising. “Why do you have such a big problem with this?”

      A warm, firm hand pressed against her back and she found herself being propelled toward Frankie, out of the building and back out onto the sidewalk. Benny gave her a kind but firm smile. “You’re a little early for your shift, Mandy. How about you come back in about half an hour.” He glanced at Frankie and added, “Or an hour. Take all the time you need--we’ll make do without you.”

      The door swung shut and she had to close her eyes for a moment to brace herself against the wave of embarrassment.

      “It doesn’t feel right,” Frankie said quietly, hooking his fingers through hers. A gentle, sympathetic look full of understanding had returned to his eyes.

      “I can’t put your money at risk. That’s all there is to it,” Mandy said, crossing her arms. “What if I fail?”

      “You won’t fail.”

      “Independent businesses have an eighty percent likelihood of failure in the first two years, whereas franchises have a twenty percent chance of failure.”

      “That’s got to be an exaggeration.”

      “Even if it is, wouldn’t it be better to go with some big business that can afford the blow, rather than my best friend? Especially for something as risky as a healthy alternative? Who knows if this place can even sustain another restaurant?”

      Frankie’s expression softened and he opened his mouth to say something but she continued. “Money between friends is like microwaving butter. It’s never the same, nor as good afterwards. It changes.”

      “At least talk to the Chamber of Commerce and Wini and a few others, okay? I don’t like the feel of the guy.”

      “You didn’t even meet him!”

      “I didn’t have to.”

      “What? What was wrong with him?” asked Liz.

      Mandy jumped, turning to see Liz, her eyes still gleaming, like a child overhearing her parents discussing a possible trip to Disneyland.

      Mandy grumbled at Liz, but addressed Frankie. “You need to trust me. I’m a big girl.”

      “Promise me,” Frankie said, gripping her elbow. “Promise you’ll look into him more before you agree to anything. Ask for financial records and talk to other franchisees. Okay?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud. Is this because he’s from the city?”

      “Ohhhh,” Liz crowed, her hands clasped. “It’s going to be like Beth and the Nash-hole all over again!”

      Mandy rolled her eyes. It was not going to be like when Nash Leham, a doctor from Dakota, came to Blueberry Springs on a term contract and ended up engaged to Beth while she and Oz were on a break. The town had shot straight into overly helpful and, basically, butted in where they weren’t needed making things extra messy for Beth and the two men. And just because she was now looking outside Blueberry Springs as a way to open her own restaurant it did not mean Blueberry Springs needed to get their ‘helpful’ on and make things messy.

      Frankie pointed down the street in the direction Seth had vanished, his eyes flashing. “No, it’s because you were flirting with him. You want this so bad you’re willing to make a fool of yourself.”

      Mandy stepped back as if she’d been slapped. “You were spying on me?”

      “Oh, my!” Liz squeaked.

      “Liz, push off!” they both shouted. They faced each other and exchanged humorous looks as Liz scuttled off.

      Mandy stared at Frankie. Flirting meant nothing if you weren’t interested and she was most definitely not interested in Seth in that way. “You can’t discount him because I used the only currency I have.”

      Frankie, jaw flexing with anger, reached out as though he was going to brush her cheek with his thumb but changed his mind at the last minute. Instead he formed a fist, resting it against his mouth as he visibly fought for control. “Have some faith in yourself, Mandy.”

      She drew in a breath, trying to find a way to put them back on friendly ground. “I appreciate you trying to look out for me. I really do, but…”

      Frankie read the rejection and threw his hands in the air and backed away, disappointment darkening his face. “Fine. Believe what you want to--I’ll just shut up because I’m just a friend and know nothing at all about the business world.”

      “Frankie, don’t be that way.”

      “He’s in a whole new league, Mandy. He’s not small town. His morals aren’t the same. He’s trying to accomplish something that’s different.”

      “And maybe that’s exactly why I need him. Have you ever thought of that?”

      Frankie simply shook his head, backing away and leaving her feeling as though she had to choose between her friend and her restaurant dreams.
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      Mandy plucked cat hair off her cashmere sweater and glanced out her apartment window. As always, she tried to avoid looking at the For Lease sign in Frankie’s window. After not hearing from Seth for over two weeks, Mandy had insisted he post the sign to see if he could get a better offer than Mary Alice’s.

      Gathering up the lists and drawings she’d done for the Blueberry Cruise website, as well as the prize list she and Frankie had been working on as separately as possible (he was not impressed with her giving up on her dream so easily), she tucked them in a file folder to take to her brother. She returned to the window to give Portia one last scratch behind the ears, and as she turned to head to the door, she noticed something out of place across the street.

      She didn’t know whether to giggle with glee or to panic. Hide or run across the street? She opted for run, dropping the file folder on the kitchen table on her way out. She took the stairs down the narrow passage two at a time, her hands stretched out to the walls to help keep her balance. She wrenched open the street door and braced herself for a second, gathering her wits.

      Seth.

      In the flesh.

      With his hands cupped around his face as he peered into Frankie’s building. He leaned back to check the phone number on the For Lease sign as he pulled out his phone.

      No!

      She burst onto the street, just about knocking over Mary Alice and her small dog.

      “Whoa, girl! Who’s got your panties on fire?” she hooted.

      Mandy brushed past the woman and jaywalked to Seth, the grit from the street making her do a tender, hurried hop. Maybe she could have paused for some shoes. The pavement was freezing!

      The scent of coffee mixed with Seth’s rich cologne brushed her nostrils as she drew up behind him. She thought once again about how much he looked like nobody from around here. He was tidy in a way Blueberry Springs men just weren’t. They were good looking, healthy and rugged, but not smooth and perfect like this man. She adjusted her fitted sweater and nudged his shoulder with hers, jostling him as he punched numbers into his phone. “Long time, no see, stranger.”

      Seth’s eyebrows shot up and he stepped back, as though bumping into a best friend overseas. “Mandy?”

      “Anything I can help you with?” She tipped her head toward Frankie’s building.

      Seth hadn’t called. Hadn’t e-mailed. And now here he was, lurking around town long after his I’ll-let-you-know deadline.

      He glanced at her casual attire and she quickly stepped closer, grabbing his arm and pointing to the grimy windows of the vacant building. “So? Decided to come offer me an outlet?” She let her chest press against his arm as she redirected him toward the building. She didn’t have the key on her. How was she going to pull this off without him a) noticing she was shoeless, and b) concluding she was most certainly not a savvy out-of-town businesswoman?

      At least he hadn’t come into Benny’s and seen her in her hideous uniform, plucking cold French fries out from under a table.

      He laughed. “Actually, I’m trying to do some secret reconnaissance before I make any offers.”

      “Well, if you want to check up on things without me looking over your shoulder, I can go about my business and pretend like I don’t see you.” She took a step back and batted her lashes, giving him a look that indicated it would be impossible not to see him.

      He gave her a massive grin. “Sure. I have a meeting with the town councilors about bylaws and I’m planning to chat with the economic development board about any other restaurants seeking permits--you don’t want something like that impacting our opening.”

      Our opening. Our. Opening!

      He was seriously considering her!

      “I’ll get out of your way then.” She hesitated, unsure how to ask about checking up on him the way he was checking up on her and the town. But Frankie was right, she needed more info--especially if he might make an offer. “Would it be possible for me to chat with some other Wrap it Up franchisees?” His expression closed and she poured on a bit more flirt. “You know--” she gave him a soft smile “--so I can find out what you’re like behind the suit.” She slid a finger down his chest and laughed softly.

      His expression relaxed and he leaned closer. His ego and business brain were debating so clearly, it was like watching a big screen TV.

      “I could arrange to speak to them myself,” she added, “but I figured it might be better if I came to them through you.” She flashed him a thousand watt smile.

      “You know…I can do one better,” Seth said, slowly. He pulled a card from his inner jacket pocket and, sucking in a long breath, handed it to her. “I brought this along in case I happened across your path.”

      She accepted the piece of thick linen paper. An invitation.

      “I’m having a party for my franchise owners and would love to have you join us. Even though you aren’t a member of the Wrap it Up family, you may find the information you need to make your final decision. But I’ll warn you--it’s more of a party than a business meeting.”

      She nodded, letting him know she understood she might not be able to corner other owners and pummel them with questions.

      “What do you say?”

      Mandy read harbor and yacht on the invite and just about fainted on the spot. Where was this party? She wanted franchise info but dang, hanging out and living the life and getting a taste for it all--on a yacht!--would certainly be the way to do it.

      “Where is this?” She turned the card over and peered at the tiny map printed on the back.

      “My yacht.”

      She blinked hard, as if doing so would clear her mind and suddenly have him owning a yacht make sense. “Your what?” She quickly caught herself. “Where on earth do you store a yacht?”

      Man, franchises were the racket to get into. He hadn’t been kidding when he’d told her over the phone that owning a franchise was better than going solo as an entrepreneur. Less work, better systems, and more take home pay.

      He was living it.

      And that was way beyond sexy.

      She wanted in. Now.

      “Will you come?” He laid a hand on her forearm. “It’s been deemed the water event of the year.”

      It was possible his so-called yacht was more of a dingy. There’d probably be a bunch of them crammed in, knees to chin, passing around a bottle of cheap wine and taking turns pumping the thing with air.

      But what did it matter? She wanted a restaurant and he was her ticket. She didn’t doubt this party would give her the info she needed and more. It would answer some of her own questions while putting Frankie’s fears to rest.

      She paused as though considering the invite before replying, “I’ll be there.” She barely caught herself before asking if she could bring anything. Something with a fancy invitation like this wouldn’t be potluck. She ran a finger over the card. This one invite probably cost him more than a whole stack of paper plates. Heck, it probably cost more than the whole set of thank you cards she’d bought after Christmas. This thing had imperfect, feathered edges that looked as though they’d been nibbled by a hundred exotic butterflies.

      “Well,” Seth said, stepping away, “I need to talk to some small town councilors about whether they’re chain friendly.” He leaned toward her conspiringly. “Some towns seem to want to preserve that stagnant, small town feel and get iffy about chains.” He shot her a wry grin as though he couldn’t believe anyone would think such a thing.

      She glanced up Main Street, with its older buildings and unique architecture. Purely Blueberry Springs.

      Live local. Support local.

      She turned back to look at Frankie’s vacant building with the brick exterior and big windows. The old green and white striped awning was rolled up and tucked away from the elements. What would it look like with bright Wrap it Up signage? Would it look out of place and ruin the charm of the old brick façade? Or would it give the building a recognizable flash of modern day spunk?

      There was only one way to find out.

      [image: ]

      The yacht had been amazing. And totally not a dingy. It had been decked out with glossy wood, comfortable seating, good wine, and filled with successful Wrap it Up franchisees. All incredible women--no men, oddly enough. But when she’d asked, Seth had said that women understood his brand as well as the target market. He knew his company and the longer she’d spent with him, the more she’d understood that his was the gut to listen to, not her own silly small town ideals about how to sell more food. He was the one with the successful chain and the yacht. He had the system that made money. He was the one with the life she coveted.

      And although younger than the other women, Mandy had felt as though she fit in with the group. Her designer sundress had earned her compliments and her ability to talk fashion as well as food had seemingly won her some brownie points with the others who were dressed to the nines. In the end, she’d managed to wrangle Seth into agreeing to offer her an outlet in Blueberry Springs and the next day they’d holed up in his office to hammer out a preliminary agreement.

      She gave a little skip of excitement. Being away all weekend, nobody knew about the pending deal. Not even Frankie. She peeked through the parts store window, then hid out of sight as she tried to pull herself together. Suddenly she was nervous, her gut feeling like a Boy Scout was using it to attempt to earn his knotting badge. Her sixth grade drama teacher had once told her that she had a talent for acting and could pretend to be anyone she wanted. She’d been doing it for years without any issue but the problem was that more and more she felt like she was in a whole new play and nobody had thought to hand her the appropriate lines. She didn’t understand the changes in Frankie or what he expected of her now, and with her starting her own business things were going to change even more.

      She smiled and nodded at Wanda, the owner of the local bridal shop, as she passed. She peeked inside the store again. Frankie was at the counter, talking on the phone. He glanced up and she quickly hid out of sight again. She was being ridiculous. He was her best friend. He’d be excited for her.

      But, for the first time ever, she’d missed his season-opener crash-up derby--AKA pissing match. That meant she’d missed out on an opportunity to patch things up with him over their various disagreements. But she’d also avoided another fight--one about his safety. And truly, the last thing she needed, with the way her heart and body kept reacting to him lately, was to watch other people ram his car with him still inside.

      Nuts. That man was completely nuts. Which was another reason why she should never take the more-than-friends leap with him. Her mom would undoubtedly--and wisely, she might add--advise her to ask him to quit, but that would be asking him to change. And then, what was the point? You didn’t date someone to change him. You dated him because you wanted him for the way he was. Flaws and fears and all.

      Sucking in a deep breath for courage, she let herself into the store.

      “Hey,” she said lightly, joining Frankie at the parts counter. His hair was disheveled on the one side and she resisted the urge to reach over and smooth it out.

      “Your dad was in here trying to switch out your LED taillights again. I told him we were all out of regular bulbs.”

      “Thanks.” She gave him a grateful smile, then holding her breath, blurted out, “I got the restaurant.”

      “What do you mean? With Seth?”

      She nodded, barely daring to exhale as she waited for his reaction.

      “Wow!”

      Heart came over and nudged her hand with his wet nose, looking to see if she had a tennis ball.

      “Right on, Mandy!” Dodger called from his spot at the order desk. “When do you open?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Well, make sure you stock your brownies. I’d buy those every day.”

      “So you want the building?” Frankie asked, leaning against the counter. “To go with that guy?”

      “Yes. To go with that guy.”

      She had filed her permits, paid her deposit, signed her letter of intent, and had been preapproved for the franchise start-up loan--she’d explained that she wasn’t able to liquidate all her assets without taking a hit. AKA sell her truck for as much as she’d put into it. The next step was securing the building lease, then signing the contract at the lawyer’s office. Things were moving at the speed of light.

      “A lease. Like we agreed.” She bit her bottom lip and waited. If Frankie pulled out now her dream would go down in flames. There was no affordable back up plan and she’d likely lose her deposit.

      Frankie pushed away from the counter, and Heart, who had collapsed at Mandy’s feet when he figured out she didn’t have a tennis ball, got up to sit beside his owner as though taking his side.

      Frankie grimaced and rolled his right shoulder.

      “What did you do?” The man was obviously in pain and her pulse went wonky with worry.

      “Nothing,” Frankie muttered.

      Dodger piped up from his spot at the order desk. “Totally got slammed by Rex in the final round at the derby.”

      “What?” Mandy whirled to face Frankie. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Frankie gave a half shrug, eyes to the side.

      “Did you see a doctor?” she asked. Probably not. He was Mr. Invincible Daredevil, after all.

      “Said it’ll heal.”

      “Frankie.” Mandy stepped toward him, her heart doing a crazy polka while her mind flitted through worst-case scenarios. Why hadn’t he told her about it? Sure, she’d been crazy busy getting this franchise thing sorted, but they were supposed to be best friends. He’d been hurt.

      “It’s just bruised and needs time.”

      “He’s quitting derby,” Dodger said from his station, jabbing a thumb in Frankie’s direction.

      “For real?” Mandy asked, spinning to face Dodger and his grimy eyeglasses. She tried not to sound too excited. Especially since Frankie quitting wouldn’t change anything other than her being able to sleep better at night.

      “Says it’s not worth it,” added Dodger.

      “Mind your own business,” Frankie muttered.

      Mandy focused on Frankie and the way the corners of his lips were softly turned down. “Not worth it, how?”

      “It’s a lot of work.”

      “Just to smash it all up!” chirped Dodger. “That’s what he told me.”

      Mandy nodded. So the man was finally thinking with the right head. Nice. For some reason that made her heart feel all squishy and warm.

      “Look, Dodger,” Frankie snapped, face red. “It’s more than that. I’m losing clients.” He rolled his shoulder, bracing it with his opposite hand. “I can’t sand and paint the Charger now. I’ve had to subcontract it out.” He met Mandy’s eye and with a calm, level voice, said resolutely, “Derby is keeping me from the things I really want in life and someone wise once told me it’s nothing more than a big pissing match.”

      Mandy’s knees felt like someone had butted into them from behind and she gripped the counter to steady herself. Frankie pushed the key to his building into her hand, muttering that a deal was a deal. She stared at the key, feeling as though it was the key to so much more than an old building.

      She grinned up at Frankie, her last big hurdle gone. She was going to be someone.

      “Good luck, Miss M.”

      “Oh man do I ever love you!” She threw herself over the counter, sliding her arms around his neck.

      “Whoa!” Dodger said with a laugh. “Hello 613.9.”

      “As a friend,” Mandy added, trying to ease herself back onto the ground. “Just as a friend.”

      Frankie refused to let her go, holding her close, his embrace feeling so right as he whispered softly, “I know, Miss M, I know.”
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      Mandy slipped into John Abcott’s law office, eager to get the franchise agreement signed before her period of exclusivity ended. Sure, she still had more time but she was nervous that if she didn’t get everything signed immediately something would come along and burst her happy little bubble, sending her back to serving fries for the rest of her life.

      She took the last swig of coffee from her insulated cup and gave herself a little nod. Caffeinated and ready to burn through a big ol’ stack of legal documents.

      Right-o.

      Liz Brady-Moss, John’s part-time secretary, greeted Mandy from behind her desk. “You can go ahead in.” She pointed to the coffee pot full of dark sludge that could burn a hole through anything it touched. “Grab a coffee on your way by, hon.”

      Mandy grinned and waggled her cup. “Brought my own, thanks!” She could never figure out how Liz had ended up working here. As one of the town’s best gossips, it made sense that she was a casual reporter for the local paper, but not in a legal office where she had to keep all its comings and goings under her hat. But either way, Mandy secretly enjoyed the idea of Liz having to hold her tongue once in awhile.

      John closed his office door behind Mandy and, nodding to her travel mug, whispered, “I always knew you were a smart gal.” In a louder voice, he added, “How are you doing?”

      “Great. What did you think of that contract?” Settled at John’s big table that served as a desk, she rubbed her hands together. “Let’s sign that thing and get me in business.”

      He frowned as he took a seat across from her. “Contracts are a compromise. You need to engage in some back and forth before you sign something as big as this. You need to individualize this to your needs and the uniqueness of your location.”

      Mandy felt the smile slide off her face. John, who was a bit older than her father, was supposed to be the kind of guy who just went ahead and got stuff done. Not…whatever this was.

      “I can’t get over what a young lady you are now,” he said. “I remember when Marisa used to babysit you and your fully energized brothers.”

      Mandy smiled politely and waited for him to pick up the giant stack of papers in front of him, but they remained untouched. “How are things at Benny’s? Is Gloria still fussing over Amber being single?”

      “Last I heard, she’s found someone in the city. Some newscaster or something.” Mandy waved her hand. She was paying him by the hour, and had no intention of wasting time filling him in on the latest gossip. Besides, hadn’t he already heard it and its many variations from Liz? She needed to get this contract up to snuff and signed before someone else swooped into her region with a more enticing offer.

      “Really?” John’s eyebrows lifted in interest. There seemed to be something about people of a certain age wanting all the kids to hook up. “That’s wonderful. Is he a nice man?”

      “I dunno.” She pulled her own papers from her shoulder bag and set them on the table. “So? What did you think of the contract? What kind of changes do you think we need to make?”

      John pulled the agreement out of the stack beside him. “Have you read it?”

      Mandy nodded. It had taken her hours upon brain-draining hours to read through the thick stack of legalese with all its conditions of ownership, regulations, amendments, fees, etcetera. She’d had to take oodles of notes and had gone to bed with legal terms swirling in her head like cookie dough in a mixer. Only not nearly as sweet.

      “Any questions before we go through it page by page?”

      Page by freaking page? This was going to take all afternoon and would surely turn her brain into a thick and fuzzy caterpillar that wouldn’t be able to hold a customer’s order for the time it took for her to pass it on to the kitchen. “I have a shift at four.”

      “Well…” John plunked reading glasses on the bridge of his nose and glanced at what looked to be pages of notes. Mandy swallowed hard. He looked over his glasses at her, his light blue eyes serious. “This is a pretty big contract and I don’t want you to sign anything until you’re one-hundred percent certain it’s going to work for you. Frankie was saying--”

      “It doesn’t matter what Frankie says. I am the one signing the contract.”

      “I was talking about the lease he wants you to sign.”

      “Oh.” She sat back. “He brought the lease to you?”

      “He has a few stipulations about modifications to the building.”

      “Okay.”

      “I don’t think it should become an issue but it’s good to know going in. You don’t want anything like this to ruin your friendship.”

      “I know! That’s what I was telling him.” Thank goodness someone understood.

      “I’m also concerned about a few other things such as the franchise fees. They seem a tad high although they do offer an uncharacteristic level of support based on my research. They also seem to have an overinflated marketing plan, which could kill your initial cash flow--”

      “Wait. You saw the marketing plan? I haven’t even seen that.”

      “Liz!” John called through the closed door. It popped open in a matter of seconds.

      “Yes, John?”

      He handed her a thick document. “Be a doll and copy this for Mandy, would you?”

      Liz vanished with the document, looking slightly disappointed.

      John returned his attention to his list. “What happens if they don’t allow you to renew your franchise license?” He swept the glasses off his nose and gave her a serious look. “There’s a lot to consider here, Mandy. Are you prepared to take on all of this?”

      She nodded but she couldn’t stop thinking about Frankie. Why had he brought the lease to John? Did he not believe in her, despite his words to the contrary? Did he believe she was going to do something where he’d need legal recourse? Or was he finally trying to protect their friendship?

      John was sizing her up, assessing her fortitude as he had back when he’d coached her soccer team. Only in soccer, she had been certain of her limits and skills. But right now? She had no clue. Was she in over her head?

      Probably.

      Could she handle it?

      Not a clue.

      If Frankie didn’t even believe in her…then was she a fool to think she could do it?

      Her mother’s soap operas were starting to look like a fine way to spend her time.

      But she wanted this. Bad. And when she wanted something, she dug deep, finding the fortitude that could blast through walls. And right now, nothing was holding her back, other than figuring out a ton of details.

      There was a reason why she was paying a lawyer--an expert.

      “John,” she said, leaning forward. “Just tell me if there’s anything in here that’s going to sink me, because otherwise I’m going to just sign this thing and get myself into business.”

      He studied her for a moment, then slowly smiled. With pen poised above a copy of the contract he said, “Tell me what you want and I’ll make it happen. As a Blueberry Springs business owner I’ll protect your interests like I’m Attila the Hun.”

      “I like the sound of that.”
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      Mandy smiled when she saw Frankie waiting for her outside the law office. He was leaning against the wall, ankles crossed, reading something on his phone. He glanced up as she exited, his expression warm. Despite the sting of finding out that he’d asked John to take care of their lease, she knew in her heart that it had been a move meant to protect them both--that their friendship was important to him, too. And now he was here to make sure she was okay.

      He pushed off the wall and handed her a motorcycle helmet.

      “Looks like you could use a ride to clear your head.”

      “I have a shift in an hour.”

      “There’s time.”

      She donned the helmet and followed Frankie to his bike. He straddled the hog, then reached out to offer his hand, steadying her as she climbed on behind him. He pulled his own helmet over his unruly hair and turned, “Ready?”

      She nodded and he kicked the engine to life, flipping down his visor. She slipped her arms around his waist, feeling hesitant as the contact lit her up inside. Being with Frankie always felt so right and lately in a way that left her yearning for more.

      Knowing she had to hold on, she allowed herself the contact, savoring the feel of her body wrapped around his as he ripped up the street, leaving their worries behind.

      As he put on miles, climbing higher and higher through the mountain passes, the bright green of new leaves  waving gently to them as they passed, the dazed feeling from being bathed in legal jargon slowly melted away.

      She smiled at the feeling of freedom, the closeness of her best friend and the joy of having someone in her life who always seemed to know what she needed and when.

      Darn it all, but she loved the guy.

      And, if she allowed herself to mull over that little nugget of truth, it was steadily becoming an increasingly larger fraction of more-than-friends affection.
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      Mandy stepped out of Benny’s to cool off in the fresh spring mountain air. Her uniform was sticking to her after working the busier-than-usual breakfast shift. Jen had a big excursion today and obviously, none of her clients had eaten before hitting the road to come enjoy nature--which probably said a lot about the kind of lunches they’d packed. There seriously had to be a business in delivering lunches to them as they probably expected to paddle up to a McDonald’s whenever they got hungry.

      And of course, because they had to be at Wally’s Sporting Goods by eight-thirty to meet up with Jen, they were in a rush, annoying all the locals who wanted their usual breakfasts at the usual time and at their usual tables. And making Mandy--who hadn’t broken a sweat waitressing since Benny’s air conditioner broke during a heat wave three years ago--ended up hustling so bad, she was now a gross mess. But also up an extra fifty dollars in tips compared to a typical Saturday morning. Not bad. She just needed to do that an extra couple hundred times to meet the little gap in her finances. Every time she turned around, there seemed to be another small financial complication or more paperwork or another fee. It wasn’t nickel and diming. It was more like hundreding and thousanding.

      She gripped the front of her shirt and pulled it in and out a few times, creating a breeze against her skin. She glanced through the window to see Sasha, the weekend help, texting her boyfriend and chewing on the end of her ponytail instead of shuttling dirty dishes to the kitchen like Mandy had requested before taking her break.

      If she managed to open her place she was going to have to deal with employees like Sasha all the time. And because Sasha’s dad, Ed, was the editor of the local paper, she’d end up hiring the likes of her despite her instincts. Not hiring the paper’s daughter wasn’t a help-you-up kind of move and only a fool would fail to notice how often Benny’s place had been mentioned in the papers lately.

      Leaning against the building, she wished she hadn’t given up smoking in high school. But again, her stupid nosy-head stepmother had forced her to quit before she’d even managed to get addicted. That woman had a nose like a bloodhound. And in the way it caught scents, too. But a cigarette would remind her to exhale right about now so her brain could gather some fresh oxygen to help it think. Think, think, think.

      John had tweaked the franchise contract to his exacting specifications and all she had to do was sign. The only hiccup was the tiny little fact that John had noticed her bank’s draw schedule for her loan was going to leave her short for her first payments to the franchise--even with the franchise loan. Basically, the bank wanted her to have more assets built up before advancing more cash…but without the cash, she couldn’t build up the assets. The only answer was to get someone to cosign her loan in increase her draw payments and effectively pull her out of the fire.

      The problem was who. There was no way her mom, who lived check to check, had the financial muscle to help her. And she’d rather live the rest of her life as a waitress than accept her father’s offer of help because saying yes would mean she’d be granting her stepmother the opportunity to stand over her shoulder nitpicking and snoopervising every little thing. Mandy wouldn’t even be able to buy a pack of gum without her stepmother hinting she could have used that money to pay them back.

      Beside every person on her ‘ask’ list was a big red light saying no.

      “Heard you had quite the crowd this morning,” Mary Alice said as she and Liz ambled by. A whiff of Mary Alice’s familiar stale smoke smell hit Mandy, making her craving that much worse. She wanted to lick the woman’s skin on the off chance she’d get a small hit of nicotine.

      “I love tourists,” Mandy replied automatically, leaning away from Mary Alice. She stopped using her hand to fan her shirt and shoved both hands in her pockets. “Hey, uh, can I bum a smoke?”

      Mary Alice gave her a long look, eyes narrowed. “Since when did you start smoking again?”

      Mandy shrugged. “Do you have one?”

      “At the store,” Mary Alice said slowly. “But you don’t wanna start up again. You’ll never quit and you’ll end up hauling an oxygen tank like ol’ Sal. You’ll have the likes of Lauretta hauling you outside for fresh air in a wheelchair. Besides, you need all the cash you got, dontcha?”

      “That’s right,” added Liz. “And you’ll smell like a chimney and taste like an ashtray like wrinkly old Mary Alice here.”

      Mary Alice shot her a disgusted look. “Like you’ve ever tried kissing me. No, thank you very much,” she muttered. She dug around in her cleavage, her eyes never leaving her sister until she found what she was looking for. She defiantly popped a mint in her mouth and raised her chin. Still looking at her sister as if she was expecting some sort of sneak attack if she looked away, she swung the mints in Mandy’s direction.

      “Uh, no, thanks,” she said quickly. Mints warmed by someone’s cleavage probably weren’t as bad as gum warmed in someone’s pocket, but she didn’t exactly want to test the theory. She came out here to freshen up, not get grosser.

      “You’re going to wear out your bra carrying around junk like that,” Liz warned, watching Mary Alice pull out a cell phone and change purse before tucking her tin of mints alongside her ‘girls.’ “They aren’t made for stuff like that.” She added in Mandy’s direction, “That bra is like a magician’s hat. You never know what she’s going to pull out of it.”

      Mary Alice gave her sister a sassy look and jiggled up and down, making her cleavage rattle with the sound of change, tinned mints, and some other unidentifiable things. “What’s handier than a big ol’ Double D cup? Frees up the hands.” She shot Mandy a wink.

      “Well, thanks, ladies,” Mandy said with a sigh. “Guess I’ll take up drinking instead.”

      Mary Alice gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Personally, I find sex to be a much healthier, stress-reducing alternative and opportunities pop up in the wink of an eye.” Her gaze moved to the street, settling a few parked cars beyond Mandy. She gave Mandy a nudge and indicated the girl should adjust her cleavage. By the time Mandy looked up again, Mary Alice was hustling down the street with her giggling sister.

      “You coming or what?” Frankie called. He had one leg in the Charger. The other supported him on the pavement as he leaned against the roof of the car, watching Mandy. Her stomach did a funny little flip in anticipation and, without thinking, she took a step closer before catching herself.

      “Sorry?”

      “I’ve got to return the Charger. It’s done. I called in some favors.”

      “And?” She shrugged, the cool air feeling amazing as it hit her overheated pits. Stupid polyester. She was hot and cold all at the same time.

      “You promised you’d drive in. I need a ride back?” He tilted his head in question.

      Mandy shook her head and shrugged again.

      “We’re supposed to pick up the beer fridge and a couple other prizes for Blueberry Cruise.” He looked over her uniform. “You promised.”

      Mandy glanced down at her attire. “Shooooot.” It was all coming back to her now.

      “You never changed your shift, did you?” Frankie asked, disappointment etched in his expression.

      “I’m sorry. I forgot,” she said, coming over. “When you hurt your shoulder, I figured you wouldn’t need a ride and I got all wrapped up in the Wrap it Up stuff. Get it? All wrapped up?” She raised her eyebrows but Frankie didn’t smile. “The good news, I guess, is that I’ll be returning to real life again.” She swung an arm through the air in a languid movement. “Woohoo.” She flashed him a cheery smile that was as fake as Wrap it Up’s claim about having homemade buns.

      Frankie’s forehead creased and he stepped away from the car. “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m short on start up cash.” The familiar feeling of despair welled up inside her, dragging down any joy like it was an unrelenting undertow.

      “I thought Wini set you up with a loan?”

      “I have no real borrowing record, not enough assets, nor enough income. The ratio was off by a couple of zeros. Or percentage points or something.” She waved a hand. “Unless a fairy godmother falls out of the sky, the truth is--” she sucked in a deep breath “--I’m not going to be able to make Point A and Point B meet in the middle. I have to sign the contract in a week or I lose my deposit. I don’t have enough money to make it to  the grand opening.” She rubbed her face, wondering how she’d managed to get so far into this process before reality decided to reveal her pretty face.

      “I’ll cosign a loan.” Frankie turned to the car. “We’ll go talk to Wini first thing Monday.”

      “Frankie.” She hurried to grab his arm. “You know I can’t do that. I can’t…” Her shoulders ended up somewhere near her ears. “If I already managed to overlook this shortfall what’s going to happen later when I’m fully underway?”

      “Yeah, but you figured it out in time.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal. “And I believe in you.”

      “But…” She sighed, feeling as though she’d never find a way to win in an argument with her best friend.

      “I thought about what you said.” He paused and kicked at the road before looking up to meet her eye. “If you say the guy is okay, then I’m in. I’ll help any way I can. I know you don’t want to get me involved, but all it’ll be is my name on a piece of paper so you can do what you need to do.”

      “I can’t ruin our friendship by letting money come between us, Frankie.”

      “Then don’t.” Frankie grabbed her hands and she stiffened as the few local pedestrians slowed to watch. “You want this. How can I, your best friend--” he paused to meet her eye again “--sit by when I have the means to make your dreams come true? That wouldn’t be being a good friend. The truth is, this is something you’ve wanted deep in your bones for a long time. It’s time to put yourself forward, grab your future and shape it around your dreams.”

      She jutted out her hip. “What if I fail?”

      He winked. “I know you’ll pay me back. You always do.”

      “You’re not following your dreams,” she pointed out.

      “That’s different.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “They’ve already found someone else,” he said tautly.

      “Oh, Frankie. I’m so sorry.” She wrapped her arms around him, holding him tight. He returned the hug, his body fitting nicely against hers.

      She drew away before she got stuck, unable to let go. “This will be better. You staying off the air so all those sexy, bikini-clad car bunnies don’t fall for you and me staying here at Benny’s.” She nodded as though convincing herself. “I’ll be able to live a real life and not be stuck running a business twenty-four-seven.” She gave another nod. Yes. That was it. Think positively. “Less stress. The last few weeks have been insane and I wasn’t even running a business. I’ve missed hanging out with you.”

      Frankie tilted his head back and scratched his neck like a cat getting a chin rub. His expression grew distant, as though he was working up a plan. “You need collateral.”

      “My truck isn’t enough,” she warned. “And I said--”

      “I have an idea.” Frankie’s eyes lit up and he took off down the street at a trot. “Don’t worry about the Charger. I’ll get it delivered later,” he called.

      Mandy followed him a few steps, then hesitated before returning to the restaurant, trying to figure out what he was up to.

      Before she went inside she peeked back out at the sidewalk, the little spark within her that she’d been too afraid to extinguish flared again. Maybe--just maybe--her best friend would come up with something she hadn’t and she’d get to live out her dream yet.
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      Mandy looked over the papers stapled together. She met Frankie’s eye, her heart colliding with her gut. He was grinning as though he’d just unveiled the Taj Mahal and said it was for her.

      He obviously didn’t see these papers the way she did.

      If she signed this document, there would be something even bigger than money between friends. If she didn’t sign them, Frankie was going to take the rejection hard. Harder than any past rejections.

      “You didn’t see it coming, did you?” he said, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “But it makes perfect sense. You’re going to use the building anyway, so why not use it as collateral? Then you can get a bigger loan.” He dusted his hands and smiled. Problem solved. “And you’d still be doing it on your own, too.”

      She choked back the urge to yell. He was acting just like her father. Sweep in and fix the mess with no regard to what she wanted.

      She stomped across the dusty floor of his building. “Have you inhaled too many paint fumes? If I fail, you’ll lose your inheritance. I can’t pay that back like a stack of cash!” Hysteria built within her. “I said I didn’t want to put you at financial risk! I’m overextended and I don’t want a business partner. Why is it all or nothing with you these days? Didn’t getting hurt in derby teach you anything? Some risks just aren’t worth taking.”

      How could he talk to Wini and John behind her back and set things up so she had no other recourse than to say yes to the stupid carrot dangling in front of her nose or lose everything she’d worked toward? Why hadn’t anyone come and talked to her? Where was the rumor mill when she needed it?

      “It doesn’t make us partners,” Frankie said evenly, not looking the least bit chagrined. “And I learned plenty wrecking my shoulder.”

      “Frankie…”

      “One of us should move forward and pursue a dream.”

      She closed her eyes and breathed through her nose, trying to calm herself. Did he really have to add a dollop of guilt to top off this sundae of friendship doom?

      “Not going on the show was your choice,” she said, her voice hard. She waved the paper at him. “You realize this could ruin our friendship?”

      He shrugged as if to say, Easy come, easy go. His hands were tucked casually in the pockets of his perfectly worn jeans that hugged his tush in all the right ways.

      Why was she thinking about his butt? She was supposed to be figuring out how to get him to butt out.

      No. This was perfect. Perfect! If they were hard and fast business partners, she’d stop thinking about him as a piece of meat. She wouldn’t be able to think about his butt if his inheritance was on the line. And she most certainly wouldn’t have the time.

      “You never know,” he said, running a hand down her arm, wincing as he moved his sore shoulder. “This could make us even better friends.” He held her gaze, his eyes flecked with a kindness that was inviting in all the ways she wanted. And in all the ways she needed to refuse in order to preserve what they currently had between them.

      She turned away, but he slung a warm arm over her shoulder, drawing her close to protect her against the unheated building’s chill. He held her tight to his side, his gentle strength drawing her in, protecting her.

      Tears pricked her eyelids. She’d do anything to keep them like this. Safe. Friends. It was bad enough that her heart was starting to ask her very thought-provoking questions about why she wasn’t allowing Frankie into her life as a boyfriend.

      The problem with this document was that he’d backed them into the corner. Saying no meant him losing face, losing him as a friend.

      With tears pricking at her eyes, she flipped to the last page of the bundle and, holding it against her leg, scrawled her name along the bottom line.

      She stared at it for a second, a sadness overlying any small thrills that tried to ripple through her. Business partners.

      She wanted everything, but not this.

      She drew herself up to her full height and jutted out her chin. She hoped to send the message with her peeved shrug that her agreeing to become partners was anything but fine and he’d better darn well tread carefully until her name was off that document. She slapped his chest with the papers and he slowly accepted them.

      “If you don’t care about our friendship and don’t feel it’s worth protecting, then fine. I don’t care, either.” She balled her hands at her sides. “It was nice being friends with you and, for my own sake, I hope I enjoy being a restaurant owner even more.” She worked to keep her emotions under control and particularly, the tears that were battling for release.

      “It won’t wreck our friendship, anymore than it’ll kill you to accept help from me.”

      “Money between friends never turns out well.”

      “It worked out fine between Alex and Annie.”

      “Your boss was practically engaged when she stepped in to help him start the place!” Mandy exploded. “So, of course it worked out.”

      He stepped closer, challenging her. “And?”

      “And what?” she snapped.

      Frankie focused on her eyes, taking her in. He moved closer, his anger fizzing, his scent comforting despite their battle. He threw the stapled papers across the room and they fluttered and crashed down like a wounded bird. He came a step closer. “You need to learn to let friends help. You need to let people in and not be so awful independent all the time.”

      “I’m only trying to protect our friendship,” she said, hugging herself as she backed against a dusty wall.

      “Oh, yeah?” He took up the space between them, his nose just about brushing hers as he asked, “And when was the last time you let a friend help you, Miss M?”

      She tipped her jaw upward. “I just signed those papers. I just proved I can accept help. And anyway, I don’t have to answer to you!”

      Frankie suddenly gripped her waist, jamming his lips down over hers, kissing her long and deep, as though he was drawing her soul from her body. His lips softened as they explored the fullness of her mouth and her body weakened at his intensity. She sagged against his firm body, her own body reacting and tingling in all the right places. In her shock, her brain shut out her determination to not kiss him back and her tongue dipped into his mouth. Her head bumped the wall as he consumed her, weakened her, stealing any lingering resolve.

      He suddenly released her, breathing hard, his eyes burning as he said, “Yes. You do have to answer me.”

      He stepped away, leaving her propped against the wall on weak legs.

      Good lord, Batman. When did Frankie get so unbelievably hot and steamy as well as alpha male? And why now? Now that she was in a business agreement with him and the last thing she should be doing is imagining lying him out on the dusty floor and prying his faded blue jeans from his taut body?

      “You and me?” Frankie pointed at the space between them. “We’re only just beginning.”
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      Glittery giraffes on rollerskates. It was all coming together. She shot Frankie a grin and clicked on her new website. It was her. Her! On the Internet! As a proud owner of an upcoming Wrap it Up.

      Thanks to Frankie, it was actually happening. In a matter of weeks, she’d be well on her way to being in business and true to his word, he was butting out. He hadn’t even blinked when she’d outlined the modifications that had to be made to his building. And according to Seth, she would be opening her doors well before the end of September--possibly even by the end of August if the back-ordered kitchen equipment came in soon. She had her heart set on everything opening by that time--and not just so she’d start making money a month earlier, but so she could begin wooing that precious foot traffic into her restaurant, creating habits before the weather got too cold and people only went out when they had to.

      She nudged her best friend and grinned at the photo Liz had taken of her shaking hands with Seth in front of Frankie’s building. “That makes it feel official, huh?”

      He nodded, his eyes filled with pride. She grinned back, resisting the urge to plant a happy kiss on his lips. There was something about him sharing this dream that made him undeniably sexy. Or maybe that was still the aftereffect of that toe-curling kiss he’d given her a few weeks ago. There hadn’t been one since, but she’d definitely been thinking about it as well as trying not to think about it.

      Frankie leaned over her shoulder, his bare arm brushing hers, sending a surge of anticipation through her bloodstream. “Your brother did a good job. Nice of him to get it done before his surgery.” Frankie gave her shoulder a squeeze, his hand warm and strong, sending rumblings throughout her nervous system. “I know everyone has high hopes for him.”

      “If this one isn’t it,” she said with a sigh, her mood cannonballing, “I’m not sure how he’ll manage--psychologically. He’d been through so many unsuccessful surgeries… He needs to move on with his life.” She chewed her lower lip. Maybe there was a way she could help him out--more than just giving him a web design job. Some way to help him become independent again. Maybe if she approached Jen again, she could find a way for the three of them to work together. Something. Anything. Even if they didn’t make a profit.

      “How’s the show and shine site coming along?” asked Frankie. “Any word?”

      Was it just her imagination or was he brushing against her intentionally as he moused around her website?

      Stop it! Just stop it, brain! He’s off limits! Just because you’re excited about the restaurant, don’t go projecting it onto him and his heavenly body. He helped out with setting things up but it doesn’t mean it would be wise to try and take things one step further.

      Having him as a business backer was enough. She didn’t have to add lover to the list.

      Even if that was a tempting idea.

      She turned to face Frankie, pushing her chair away when his proximity threw her off again. His lips were much too close to hers if she wanted to avoid grabbing him and shoving herself into his lap. Her mouth was hungry for more of him than was right to want from a friend.

      “He, um…they...” Look away from his lips. Be strong. He’s waiting for you to make the next move and you will not make it! Do you understand? And while you’re at it, breathe.

      She closed her eyes to help refocus her thoughts.

      She opened her eyes again to find him close, his gaze centered on her lips. He was waiting for an answer, that was all. Not because of anything else. He was just waiting for her to speak.

      So speak already!

      “Yes!” Mandy turned back to her computer in relief, and brought up the cruise night website. “It’s done. Didn’t I mention that? Man, it’s warm in here?” She fanned herself with a hand.

      Frankie leaned closer and took over the mouse, his arm resting against hers. “Mmm. You smell like fries.” He gave her a smile she forced herself to ignore the way it made her feel. She shuffled her chair further away so he could have better access to the computer and so she could shake off the electricity zinging up her arm from his touch.

      “I like it,” he said finally. “Except we decided to move the date back by about a month.”

      “What?” Mandy frowned at Frankie, sitting up straight. “When did that happen?”

      “Sorry. We should have called you over, but I knew you were busy. We decided we couldn’t pull it together in time so we’ve pushed back the date back to the September long weekend.”

      “Oh.”

      “Is that okay?” he asked, his eyes studying her.

      She nodded again. “Of course.”

      “Do you have a date for your opening yet? Maybe they could coincide?” He grabbed a brownie off the plate beside him and jammed it in his mouth. She tried to look away as he licked the chocolate from his lips but found she couldn’t. He laughed and wiped his mouth with the palm of his hand. “Sorry. I’m disgusting you.”

      “It’s fine,” she said, her voice higher than usual. “And no. No date yet. A pile of stuff has been delayed.”

      And there it was again. That whirlpool of worry in the pit of her gut. She stood and walked to the window, grabbing Portia to cuddle against her chest on her way. She’d read an article about how a deal to merge Wrap it Up and another big fast food company had been rejected. The idea of Seth accepting a buyout while she was still trying to get her place off the ground worried her. What if she just got going and then had to change everything because some big, impersonal corporation wanted things done differently? She’d be buying out the headache remedy section of the drug store. But when she’d brought it up with Seth, he’d told her to relax and that businesses always looked for opportunities to expand and that everything was fine. He wouldn’t partner with anyone that wouldn’t be good for his franchisees.

      But still. Worry and dread crashed over her whenever she gave them half a chance.

      “Do you want me to call about the delays?” Frankie held up his phone and Mandy deposited Portia onto the windowsill.

      “You’re a silent partner, remember?” She gave his shoulder a light shove.

      Wincing, Frankie clutched his shoulder.

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry.” She grabbed his shoulder, as though having her hands on it would make it feel better. “I totally forgot. Are you okay?”

      “It’s fine.” He brushed her off, gently rolling his shoulder while stretching his neck to the opposite side. “Just tender if pushed in certain directions, evidently.”

      “It’s been a month. Have you tried physio?”

      “It’s fine.”

      She topped up his whiskey and Coke. “I’m sorry. It’s just with you helping me fix up the building, I thought it was fine.”

      “You weren’t jamming your hand into it,” he grumbled, taking a grateful slug of the drink.

      Mandy stared at his wet lips, curious what the whiskey would taste like from his mouth. When they’d kissed his five o’clock shadow had contrasted sharply with the softness of his damp lips.

      She sighed and blinked away the thoughts, making herself sit down and focus on her laptop. Man, she had a problem with him being a partner and it wasn’t in any of the ways she’d predicted.

      She popped “Wrap it Up distribution” into a search engine to see if she could discover what the equipment holdups were about and was wowed by the flood of recent news about Wrap it Up. Nothing about distribution problems, thankfully. But there were a lot of recent articles with headlines that made her heart skid to a stop like it’d been shot by Mr. Freeze.

      She slammed the lid of her laptop, Frankie catching it just before it closed.

      “What was that?”

      She barely dared breath or move. “I don’t know,” she whispered.

      He kept an eye on her as he slowly lifted the lid. “Let’s take a look, shall we?”

      She clenched her hands, not wanting to read the news. Not wanting to know what she might be up against. What she might have to fight through. What might cause her to lose Frankie.

      She jolted out of her chair as his arm brushed hers as he leaned forward to get a better look at the screen, pivoting it toward him.

      He gave her a strange look as she windmilled her arms as she puffed out a large breath, pacing alongside the table. “I can’t look. Just--give it to me in five words or less.”

      Let it not be as bad as it looked. Please let it not be as bad as it looked.

      “Mandy, relax,” he said. “I’m sure it’s fine. You know how the business world is with rumors.”

      She watched his face as he clicked, read, scrolled, clicked, and clicked some more, his expression growing darker, his jaw clenching. Finally, he pried his fingers off the mouse and sat back, shaking his head, his eyes still on the screen. She stepped closer, her gut so tight with dread she could barely croak out, “What? What is it?”

      Frankie scratched his forehead and stood. The way he kept glancing at the monitor, she knew it was bad. Really bad.

      “What? What? Did Seth die?” He hadn’t been returning her calls and she’d assumed he was just busy. But what if he died and left the whole chain to some teenage love child who would skim off the top or run the business into the ground?

      Frankie pointed to the computer. “You’d better read it.”

      She sunk into a chair, watching Frankie’s expression as he downed the last of his drink. He poured himself a fresh one and topped up hers. She took a cautious sip and winced at its strength.

      She made herself read the article.

      It was much worse than a love child’s underage owner. Much, much worse.

      The door slammed behind her as Frankie stormed out, sending Portia scrambling under the couch like her tail had caught on fire. Mandy sat without moving, finishing her drink in solitude.
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      It couldn’t be as bad as she’d assumed. It just couldn’t be. She drummed her fingers on the table, thinking of all the reasons it couldn’t be that bad. She tipped her glass to check its contents. Empty.

      Reporters loved to slaughter people. Stories like that sold papers. There was blood in the water. Sharks were circling. Blah, blah, blah. It was just reporters doing their job. Nothing more. This, like everything in life, could be handled. And not by hiding on a couch watching soap operas. Although hiding out and watching fictional drama unfold instead of dealing with real life drama felt pretty tempting right now.

      No. She shook her head at her empty apartment. She wasn’t going to hide. She’d walked into this and had brought Frankie with her. The things mentioned in these articles had all been warning bells she’d ignored in order to get what she wanted.

      Seth was in trouble. The chain would soon follow, meaning she’d lose Frankie’s inheritance if she didn’t find a way out of Seth’s mismanagement and over-extension mess. He hadn’t done enough market research and had expanded too quickly.

      But Seth had a nice boat. You didn’t go buying nice stuff if you were in trouble unless…

      No. Of course not. He wouldn’t go buying a big yacht in order to run away at some point. That was silly. This wasn’t a movie. This was real life.

      Mandy massaged her temples. This wasn’t Seth’s first trip to the rodeo. Look at the way he’d allowed her to modify her agreement in order to protect her interests. Someone who was about to flee or take franchisees for all they had didn’t do that. Plus, he’d lent her money.

      The articles were probably about one little case of mismanagement--thanks to Lexi’s branch--as well as Seth expanding too fast and missing a few details that got the suits upset. On the yacht Mandy had noticed Lexi seemed to have an ax to grind and she didn’t doubt that Lexi was behind the ruckus. Seth would buy her out and the rest of them would live happily ever after.

      Problem solved.

      She laughed at poor attempt to convince herself it was all going to be okay and got up to fix herself another drink.

      Frankie burst into the room again, sending Portia back under the couch and Mandy spilling ice cubes across the counter.

      “Didn’t you do research?” he asked in a pained voice.

      “Yes!” Mostly.

      Frankie shifted his weight, his face pale.

      “You won’t lose your grandpa’s building, Frankie. No matter what. I promise.”

      He met her eyes and she read his mind, grabbing her coat and purse. It was time for a trip to the city because it was a lot harder to escape difficult, pointed questions when you had to look someone in the eye. And that was exactly what she planned to make Seth do--look her in the eye and spill the truth.
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      Mandy tore through the mountain roads, Frankie groaning as he grabbed at things to hold him in his seat. “Could you slow down? My shoulder is killing me. It’s not like Seth’s going to make a break for it and’ll be gone if we get there two minutes later.”

      Mandy shot him a look. “I’m within speed limits.”

      “Corners aren’t supposed to be taken at the speed limit in a jacked up truck.”

      He groaned as she took another corner.

      Sighing, she slowed for the next curve. “Fine. But sometimes you need to use what the Ford company gave you.”

      “Right now your V8 isn’t very sexy, Mandy.”

      “How do I get my old Frankie back from the aliens that took over his body?”

      “Shut up,” he muttered and slumped sullenly.

      Mandy tore through the avalanche tunnels with nothing but the hum of tires and air whooshing past them as they blew by the rows of vertical supports. The setting sun flickered through the openings, blinding her in strobe-like regularity. There were so many things she could, and should, and probably wouldn’t say to Seth. But to be able to see him, in front of her, defending himself, explaining it all…she needed that. And she owed it to the agonized best friend sitting beside her.

      After driving through the city of Dakota, Mandy parked in front of a nondescript two-story building still covered with spring grime, despite it being June. Under the streetlight, a window washer patiently and methodically squeegeed the front window of a dry cleaner’s. She glanced at the second story. Lights on.

      Frankie appeared at her side on the sidewalk. “I’m coming with you,” he said firmly.

      “Of course, but I’m doing the talking. He doesn’t know who you are.”

      “What?”

      “Frankie,” Mandy said, trying to keep her exasperation in check. “You’re a silent backer. You haven’t signed anything that has to do with him.”

      Frankie’s mouth turned down and she softened her tone, stepping toward him. “You’re the glue behind the scenes. I couldn’t do this without you and definitely wouldn’t have made it this far.” She gave his arm a quick squeeze and turned to the door, pausing to lift herself onto her toes to plant a light peck on his cheek. “Come on. Let’s go talk to a man about a screwed up horse.”

      Frankie, his demeanor softer than it had a moment ago, let out a chuckle and followed her up the wooden steps to the top floor. Mandy rapped on the door to Seth’s office apartment. When nobody answered, Frankie leaned over and knocked again, louder.

      Footsteps shuffled on the other side of the door and for a second, Mandy worried she had the address completely wrong--even though she’d been there only a few weeks ago to finalize her contract--and was about to interrupt an elderly couple preparing for bed.

      “Who’s there?” a muffled voice called after Frankie knocked again.

      “Open up, Seth,” Frankie said. He shot Mandy a wink and added, “Police!”

      The door slowly opened a crack. Seth’s eyebrows lifted in surprise and the door swung all the way open. “What the…?” He glanced from Frankie to Mandy to Frankie again.

      Mandy squeezed past Seth, her purse clacking against the doorway.

      Seth slid a large box to the side with his foot, ice cubes clinking in his glass filled with amber liquid. “New menus,” he explained quietly, his eyes on Frankie, who had followed Mandy in and was now standing tall, legs spread, arms crossed. She laid a hand on his arm, giving him a light nudge to get his attention. He met her eye and slowly relaxed his stance, even though the vibe coming off him was still very much Bruce Willis with a vendetta. She tried not to think about how sexy that was.

      Mandy presented the internet article to Seth, who was still standing by the door. The man paled and pulled the door open further. He said to Frankie, “This is going to be a confidential business meeting.”

      “I’m staying.” Frankie reassumed his bodyguard stance. “I’m her financial backer.”

      “Your backer?” Seth asked, his voice an octave higher than usual.

      She shot Frankie a look to indicate he needed to shut his cute little yap.

      Seth narrowed his eyes at Mandy and Frankie, his mouth drawn in a tight line.

      “Didn’t you look at my financials? It was obvious I needed a backer.” She crossed her arms, knowing it didn’t matter to him or their agreement if she had a backer.

      “I thought you couldn’t liquidate your assets without taking a hit.” He sighed and rubbed his mouth. “I would have appreciated knowing you weren’t able to afford this.”

      Mandy moved closer, watching as guilt flashed across his face, disappearing as quickly as it had appeared. “Then I suppose you should have asked.”

      Seth pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look. I like you. I’ll make sure it all works out.”

      “You’d better,” Frankie muttered and Mandy shot him another look.

      Seth handed the article back to Mandy. “Lexi’s holding a grudge and wants to see me sweat. Instead of letting me buy her out because she’s unhappy, she wants to take her grievance public. You’ll still be opening in a few short months.” He edged closer to the door as though planning to end their conversation.

      “The article said you’re overextended.”

      Frankie closed in behind Mandy, a tall, strong brick tower and she loved the way he had her back but worried that a softer approach might work better to get the information they needed.

      The man looked from Mandy to Frankie and sighed. “You may as well have a seat.” He pointed to a low, elegant couch covered in papers and menus. “Just shove stuff out of the way.” He turned his back and poured himself a cup of coffee from a pot set on a side table. He turned to them, holding up the pot. “Want some?”

      They shook their heads, not moving to sit down. Despite having spent hours here signing papers Mandy still wasn’t sure if this old apartment served as the franchise headquarters, a home office, a test kitchen, or Seth’s home. It was filled with table and chair samples, posters, desks and tons of signs. And there were definitely more boxes than last time she was here.

      Seth settled into the armchair across from the still vacant couch, his posture stiff.

      “So?” Mandy finally said, settling in across from Seth, leaning forward. She glanced at Frankie, who stayed by the door, arms crossed. “What’s really going on and what does it mean for me and my outlet?”

      Seth took a slow swallow of his coffee. For a moment, it appeared as though he wasn’t going to answer. “Lexi’s second location never got off the ground properly because a competitor opened up next door.” He rubbed his temples in exaggerated circles like he was doing some mumbo-jumbo mind trick on himself.

      “And?” Mandy prompted.

      He shook his head slowly and let out a long, defeated-sounding sigh. “It’s been a problem. And because the chain shot out of nowhere the press is having a field day and blowing things out of proportion. We’re going to be okay.” He nodded to himself. He didn’t sound very convincing.

      “The news says the franchise is in danger.”

      “Look, Lexi’s store can fail and Wrap it Up will still survive. It’s a healthy brand. We’re on trend. It’s what people want and you opening a new store is a sign of faith.” He threw his hands up and gave a short, stressed laugh. “Who knows! Maybe this will be great publicity for all of us.”

      He hurried to one of the boxes. “In the meantime, I have something for you.” He handed her an envelope.

      She poked at the document inside. It was a copy of the disclosure statement she’d signed weeks ago--a reminder, obviously, to remain quiet about their conversation and Lexi’s troubles. He passed her a trifold brochure and did a Vanna White-style hand gesture over it. Mandy cautiously unfolded it and unsuccessfully tried to hold in a soft gasp. It had a photo of her, all business-like, with her hair incredibly glossy and smooth. She looked exactly like the person she’d always struggled to be.

      “This is so amazing,” she whispered, unable to look away from her image.

      No.

      She lowered the brochure. He was trying to distract her. She may have been naive enough to fall for him maneuvering around issues last month, but not today. He wasn’t just messing with her now, he was messing with her best friend Frankie and the building his grandfather had left for him in hopes it would change his life.

      “If you want my outlet to open on schedule as an ‘act of faith’ you’re going to need to do something about the kitchen equipment.”

      “It’s been delayed,” he said offhandedly.

      She met his eye but his gaze skittered away. “I am well aware of that. I am also aware that if it is delayed by three more days you’ll be in breach of contract according to the delivery schedule we both signed.” She swallowed hard, resisting the urge to lean against Frankie for support. She’d stood up to her older brothers a million times, but this was much scarier. This guy wasn’t family--he didn’t have to still get along and love her at the end of the fight.

      Seth didn’t answer and she continued, “If my backlogged equipment isn’t there and ready to be installed by your men on Wednesday, I’ll be forced to take pointers from Lexi.” Her knees grew shaky at the threat but she forced herself to tip up her chin, be strong.

      Frankie gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze as Seth paled, a sheen of perspiration breaking over his forehead.

      “Of course,” he said, his voice strangely light. “I’ll call my distributor first thing in the morning and give them what-for. Anything else?”

      “Yes. You said this was a business in a box and that anyone can run it.”

      “Anyone can.”

      “Then why is Lexi failing--especially if she already had a location that was succeeding?” She held up a hand to quiet him. “I understand a bigger place opened next door, but still.”

      Seth ran a hand through his hair. “I already told you: mismanagement.”

      “Yes, but what exactly?” She needed to know exactly what all of this stuff meant to her own bottom line and ability to function. If the chain went under, there went pretty much everything she was counting on to help her succeed.

      “Mismanagement,” he said, not bothering to hide his exasperation.

      “What do I know about management or mismanagement? I’m just a waitress. Spell it out, Seth.”

      Seth paled again and he let out what sounded like a swear under his breath.

      “A fine waitress,” Frankie added, pushing out his chest, “who manages that whole restaurant--the best one in town, I might add.”

      Mandy shot him a grateful look with a hint of shut-the-heck-up. She turned back to Seth. Her waitressing past seemed to be news to him which meant he’d obviously fallen for her ‘upgrading’ of her résumé during the application process. What else had he overlooked?

      “Then you do know management?” Seth asked carefully.

      “I don’t have formal training.” And nothing for running an entire business. Doubt swamped her like a rowboat caught in an ocean storm. She began shaking her head, leaning away from the men. This was too much. She needed to shut up, go home, think this through, then bury her head under her pillow and cry herself quietly to sleep. It was too much. Hard work wasn’t the same as knowledge. And she definitely didn’t have the knowledge.

      She sucked in a shaky breath, trying to beat back her fears as well as her tears. Why had she even tried to be the woman in the brochure? That woman had been touched up to look like the real thing--all capable and fancy--but the real Mandy was in over her head and freaking out.

      “I like you Mandy. We’re going to find a way to make this work, okay?” Seth looked pained. “Maybe we can get you some classes?”

      She didn’t have time to take get degree in how to start her own business. The place was supposed to be open by the time fall classes commenced. Besides, she couldn’t afford college even if she could find the time.

      She should have stayed realistic about her abilities. Now she was leaping into a troubled franchise like a two-year-old into a mud puddle.

      She sagged into the couch, exhausted. Overextended. Overwhelmed.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      Seth pushed a heavy hardcover into her hands. Numbly she looked at it. A textbook on restaurant management. Great. So she could read about how much she didn’t know. Really brilliant.

      He slipped another book on top of it: Even Dolts Can Run a Franchise: The How to, Why to, and What to. Mandy laughed, despite herself.

      She was losing her mind. The stress had finally caused her to snap.

      “Are you calling me a dolt?” she joked feebly.

      “They’re good books. You can learn almost everything you need to know online, for free, from the comfort of your home.” He was getting excited, bouncing around the room, filling her arms with books. “We can put everything on pause. I’ll hold the money you’ve paid in trust and when you’re ready we’ll move forward with the kitchen equipment and everything else. This is the way to go.”

      She began shaking her head, swallowing her fears. She had to go ahead as scheduled. She needed an income to pay for everything she’d set up so far--she couldn’t afford to chicken out.

      “You sure?” Seth asked. “It’s not a problem to delay. In fact--”

      “It’s fine.” She stood and gave him her best tough gal stare down. “Trust me. I’ve got this.”

      He watched her, arms crossed. “Okay. But do you trust me?”

      And despite everything she’d read in the papers, she did. She probably trusted him more than she trusted herself although now she wasn’t so certain where that left them.
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      The moment of truth had arrived. Mandy had got things moving along enough that she could officially quit her job. The job she’d had for years. Her security blanket. Her home away from home. Her only source of income. (She tried not to panic too horribly at that thought.) However, it was time to step off the bridge and into the unknown. Her new place was going to require her to be there twenty-four-seven from now until its opening at the end of next month. She still didn’t have all of her kitchen equipment, but it had been trickling in since her chat with Seth and she reminded herself that it would all be okay. It had to.

      Because as of today she was no longer a waitress. No longer a nothing.

      And it felt good. She wanted to give a cheery Queen’s wave to the party dwellers Benny had gathered in her honor and ride off into the sunset.

      She smiled at her brother, Ethan, who had that nervous look in his eye--the one he always had before his surgeries. She reminded herself that she was doing this to change his life, too. He now had a few web jobs thanks to her, but she also had a secret plan to wrangle him into using her new, almost-installed kitchen to help prep meals for Jen’s excursions. She’d had to beg, plead, and whine, but in the end Jen had agreed to try offering a bit of catering for the summer months and see what happened. Even though neither of them would be making a profit for some time--if ever.

      She stepped from the corner where she’d been watching people and her Great Aunt June grabbed her wrist.

      “Mandy!”

      Mandy gave her aunt a big hug. “So glad you could make it.”

      Her aunt pulled in her friends, closing the circle around Mandy. “This is all so terribly exciting!” she said, cheeks glowing.

      “Isn’t it?” Mandy agreed. June gave her a squeeze.

      “Our little Mandy’s no longer just a waitress, now she’s a business owner. With her very own restaurant.”

      Mandy smiled sheepishly.

      June released her with an extra squeeze. “So? Do relatives get free eats?” She raised an eyebrow and batted her eyelashes a few times.

      “If I did that,” Mandy laughed, “I’d have to charge those who weren’t family--or like family--fifty dollars a sandwich just to keep the doors open.”

      “I thought you were selling wraps, dear?” one of the friends asked.

      “Sandwiches and wraps. Well, there are submarine sandwiches, too.”

      “Those are rather large, aren’t they? I can’t eat that much.”

      “You can order a half.”

      “How does that work?” asked another, her face puckered in confusion.

      Oh, for heaven’s sake. Had none of these old biddies been to a sub shop?

      “It’s very simple. And delicious. You’ll love it. It’s like Benny’s BLT, only…” She wanted to say better, but seeing as Benny was holding the party, it wouldn’t be right to diss his food.

      “Not as dry? Bigger? On buns?” the circle of women prompted.

      “You’ll have to come and try it out.”

      “Oh, we will,” they chimed, nodding.

      “Just make sure you keep the bacon crisp,” one added. “That chewy stuff is hard on the dentures.”

      “And serve your blue ribbon brownies.”

      “I can’t, actually,” Mandy said awkwardly. “It’s not part of the chain-approved menu.”

      The women stared at her blankly.

      “Sorry,” Mandy said awkwardly.

      “Well,” Aunt June said, “I’m sure you’ll find a way. And I’ve never known anyone to start her own restaurant. With a big chain, too. My.” She gave Mandy an awed look and placed a hand against her neck as she studied her niece. “Our Mandy. I would never have guessed.” She grabbed Angelica, who was passing by. “Angelica, we were just saying we’d never have guessed Mandy had what it took. Did you see it in her when she was dating Oz?”

      Mandy felt her cheeks heat as Angelica--the woman who could have been her mother-in-law if life had gone differently--contemplated Mandy.

      “Well, she has always had grand aspirations, hasn’t she?” She gave Mandy a smile that was a little too tight.

      Like none of them had ever done anything they regretted to try and keep a guy when they were young and stupid. Mandy tried to excuse herself from the group, but her aunt held her arm.

      “Well,” Aunt June said in a low voice, “we all need something to keep us busy and if one doesn’t have kids…” She reached into her handbag to sneak a swig from her bottle of Peach Schnapps and allowed the others to fill in the blank.

      They all nodded as though they were all connected, their eyes on Mandy. “So true,” they said sadly, and someone tsked.

      “I heard Mary Alice’s nephew is moving back,” offered one woman. “He likes food.”

      They ran an appraising eye over Mandy, trying to determine if she would be a good fit with the nephew. The overweight nephew who never left the couch. Righhhhht. No, thank you.

      “And there’s Frankie, of course,” Aunt June suggested, her eye on Mandy.

      Mandy sighed, hoping her cheeks didn’t flush at the mention of her best friend. “Ladies, I don’t have time to worry about men when I’m starting my own business.”

      “That’s what Mary Alice said.” Liz laughed as she joined them. “Remember? When she took over the convenience store back when she was first married. She had a baby later that year!” They all joined in the laughter.

      “I’m not having a baby,” Mandy said, knowing no one had heard her over the chorus of laughter.

      With burning cheeks, she slipped from the group, trying to aim for Jen, who’d just come in looking slightly out of place with her purple streak and awkward stance. Despite living in Blueberry Springs for two years, the girl still didn’t seem to quite believe she’d been accepted.

      “Mandy,” said Liz, snagging her by the elbow as she caught up with her again. She was using her I’m-a-reporter-for-the-local-paper voice.

      Mandy turned, forcing a smile. Honestly, why had Ed hired her? Sure, she was good at getting the news, as she had her finger on the pulse of Blueberry Springs, but she also had her lips on the bullhorn, meaning she turned that news right back out into the world so quickly, she made the newspaper redundant.

      “I was wondering when you’d like to talk to the paper some more about your new venture and upcoming grand opening.”

      “Would it include a photo?”

      “If you want.”

      “And another spread when I hold the grand opening?”

      “Yes.”

      “Discounted advertising?”

      Liz’s eyes snapped to Mandy’s and her mouth drew a thin line. “Lookit, Mandy. You’d already be getting free advertising with the two articles. And I already published a shot of you and that guy shaking hands. Don’t push it.”

      Mandy laughed. “All right. Fine. I’d love to.” She pressed a fresh business card into Liz’s hand. “Call me tomorrow.”

      Liz handed the card back. “I know your number, Mandy.”

      “That’s fine. Keep the card,” she said, backing away. Why had she purchased five-hundred of those things? She may have saved ten bucks by ordering double, but really? Five-hundred? She’d be lucky if she needed five living in a small town.

      She backed against something soft and moving. She turned right into Mary Alice’s oncoming embrace. “There’s the girl of the hour!” She tipped her head toward the door as she released Mandy. “There’s Frankie, if you’re looking.”

      And there he was, scanning the place with his bright eyes. Looking for her. She felt her spine straighten in anticipation. She thanked Mary Alice and purposefully moved in the opposite direction of Frankie so the woman, who had surely read her telling body language, wouldn’t get the wrong idea. Or was it the right idea?

      Mandy aimed for Jen again, hoping to save her from the paint department manager who was hitting on her with clueless persistence. Then she could mosey over to Frankie.

      Man, the old ladies were getting to her. She and Frankie were best friends. Best friends were allowed to be happy to see each other arrive. They were allowed to go over and say hi right away and doing so didn’t mean that she wanted to jump his bones. In fact, avoiding him was probably saying all sorts of things to the watchful Mary Alice that she didn’t want to say.

      “He won’t wait forever, you know,” Mary Alice whispered loudly.

      Mandy jumped. “Mary Alice, you scared me!” She placed a hand over her chest and shook her head.

      “The women. They’ve always just been diversions.”

      “What women?” Frankie barely dated.

      Just then, Beth’s grandmother leaned in to whisper something, her glass of sherry tipping dangerously close to Mandy’s white sweater. “Kickstarter,” she muttered secretively.

      “Kickstarter what?” Mandy blinked and shook her head. What was with the code? A party game?

      Gran just smiled and slipped into the growing crowd, a Cheshire grin toothy with dentures.

      Maybe starting a business in Blueberry Springs was a mistake. The place was going to drive her batty before the opening and by then she’d be stuck.
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      Unable to take sitting around the big city hospital for another second, Mandy burst outside and headed to the nearby Wrap It Up franchise owned by Blair Diggs to get lunch for her family. It would be another hour before they heard how her brother’s latest surgery had gone. She squinted as the sun scorched her retinas, tucked her how-to-run-a-restaurant textbook under her arm and sped off with purpose. Not working to get things ready today was making her want to yank her nerves out of her body, one by one.

      Five weeks. Five weeks until the opening and she was back to nagging Seth for equipment. Things trickled in just often enough that she felt bad nagging him, but if things continued being this slow she’d find herself in dire need of one of those makeover shows on which they magically remade an old building into a buzzing business overnight.

      She stopped on the sidewalk outside Blair’s Wrap it Up, doubts niggling at her. What if Blair wasn’t in? And if she was, would she talk to Mandy? She’d been friendly on the yacht and seemed like the one that would be most open and honest with her. But what would she even ask?

      The glass door opened and Seth stormed out. Mandy sucked in a breath and froze as though she could make herself instantly disappear.

      Seth stared at her for a second, then flashed her a smile that didn’t soften his expression. “Mandy, hi. Wow.” He stepped to the side so customers inside wouldn’t have a view of him and ran a hand through his hair. “What are you doing here?”

      “Grabbing lunch for my family. My brother just had surgery and--”

      “Nice. Good. Support the franchise. I like the loyalty.”

      “Is there something wrong? You seem stressed.”

      He laughed lightly. “Blair always stresses me out. That girl thinks the world should run the way she wants, rules and agreements notwithstanding.”

      “Oh,” Mandy took a step back, peering into Blair’s store, expecting it to look snazzier than it did. It was slightly gaudy looking and way too bright. Just like the average Wrap It Up. Obviously, she’d stayed within the décor rules.

      “Anyway,” Seth said, his business persona falling into place like a veil. “Glad to run into you.” His eyes landed on the book tucked under her arm with about a zillion sticky notes peeking out of pages she’d marked. “I was wondering how you were getting on with the book. Do you need more time before the opening?”

      “What I need is décor,” she said lightly.

      “It’s been ordered.”

      “When’s the delivery date?”

      “Soon, I’m sure. I’ll send you an e-mail.” He stepped away. “Good bumping into you. Be sure to convince Blair to play by the company rules, if you get the chance. She’s setting a bad example.” He gave an imaginary hat tip and sped off down the sidewalk.

      Mandy watched him until the door jostled her as someone exited Blair’s. She made her way to the bright orange counter which had been plastered with peeling posters for local bands (a rule breaker, for sure--and one that could work to her benefit if she sent Blair a poster for the upcoming Blueberry show and shine). Blair snapped out orders to the two ‘creators’ who were working in tandem to make wraps for a young family.

      “More pineapple! Less cheese! More sauce. This is a California Pleaser, not teaser.” She rolled her eyes, cheeks pink as she turned. “Oh my goodness! Mandy!” She hurried around the counter and clutched Mandy in a full hug that seemed to count each and every one of Mandy’s ribs. “Let’s feed you. You’re too skinny. Although, I have to admit, that outfit wouldn’t look nearly as great if you were ten pounds heavier.

      “Like you’re one to talk,” Mandy said. “You’d get blown clear across the mountains if a high wind came through.”

      “I always knew I liked you,” Blair said, straightening her layers of golden chains. The woman was like an old tree in a rainforest, but instead of moss dripping off her it was jewelry. “Even though you’re a big fat liar.”

      Mandy gave her a small smile and said, “Gimme your specialty.” The last thing she wanted to do was get busted reading the menu--something that still hadn’t been delivered, despite knowing they were sitting in Seth’s office.

      Blair laughed until she clutched her sides. “Very funny. There is no specialty in this place except lies and deceit.” Her upper lip curled. She lifted a well-manicured hand to the side of her mouth and whispered, “The old man thought I should have a hobby. But what good is a hobby when you have a boss--” she shot dagger-eyes at the door through which Seth had exited minutes ago “--telling you exactly how to run the place? How absolutely bor-ring.” Blair snapped her fingers at the wrap makers and snapped out a few commands and within seconds, was passing Mandy a thick wrap.

      “Oh! I forgot. I need four,” Mandy said apologetically. “Sorry.”

      Blair shot her an assessing look, as if she was expecting Mandy to pull out a secret shopper badge or something.

      “Family.” Mandy gave a feeble wave in the direction of the hospital, feeling guilty for ditching her eldest brother, Devon, who’d been itching to get out of the place. “We’re waiting for my brother to wake up from surgery and I said I’d bring lunch.”

      Blair gave her a short nod and shot a few commands at her creators. She shoved the wraps in a bag, and wiggled her ringed fingers at Mandy, leading her to a table near the restroom. “Got a minute?” she asked, not waiting for a reply before sitting with her back to the restroom wall, her eyes flitting around the restaurant briefly. She slid the bag of wraps to Mandy. “You sign the agreement?” she asked, as if they were discussing something illicit.

      Mandy nodded, her hands folded over the cool wraps almost as though she might have to flee at any moment. “I open in five weeks. Did you have issues with delivery? Like the stuff you needed to open your place?”

      Blair paused, thinking. She shook her head. “Nothing out of the ordinary. You’re not freaked out by the news about Lexi’s joint, are you?”

      Mandy shrugged weakly. The papers were still dragging Seth over the coals, but last she’d heard Lexi still had two chains in her name and all ships were still pointed straight ahead like they’d always been.

      “Well, good. You shouldn’t be. We have enough independence in our contracts and if you’re a half decent manager, you’ll survive.” She glared at the textbook Mandy still had tucked under her arm and Mandy felt her armpits prickle. She was such a stupid newbie. Blair continued, her lips curving into a frown, “I hope you added a clause about keeping everything if the chain goes belly up. That it won’t be counted as franchise assets that could be seized to pay off debts.”

      Mandy leaned back in her chair. “Of course,” she said offhandedly, feeling somewhat confident that John had added something like that, but making a mental note to check.

      Blair nodded like an evil leader who had just hatched a plan to overthrow a monarchy. “I had a good feeling about you, Mandy Mattson.” Blair pointed a thumb toward the restrooms, raised an eyebrow and lowered her voice. “Between you and me and the john back there? I just hope you get your doors open in time. If your doors are open, you’ll have more rights.”

      Mandy leaned closer, all ears. “What do you mean?”

      Blair pursed her lips. “Well, I guess with you technically not being in business yet, Seth wouldn’t have to give you notice.”

      Mandy’s ability to breathe ceased and she clutched the wraps, feeling them give-way under her fingers.

      “Notice about what?” she choked out.

      Blair leaned even closer so Mandy was forced to inhale her Chanel No. 5. “Seth got busted.”

      “What?” Mandy sat back, then hurried to lean in again. “But I just saw him leave your store!”

      Blair waved her hand. “Don’t worry. They’ll never get enough to pin him. He’s a smart cookie.” Blair shifted on her hard chair. “The deal is, when you have a franchise, you can only expand at a certain rate. It’s to prevent scams. Suddenly, he’s been signing with a ton of noobs. Anyway, he sent a letter to us owners, giving us a heads up about the charges and reassuring us all that it was just a mix-up.”

      All the blood drained out of Mandy’s body and she gripped the table for support. She had no idea what any of this meant or how it was going to impact her opening.

      “Oh, relax.” Blair laughed at her expression, her large gold earrings swinging. “They won’t find him guilty of anything other than a little unethical behavior, such as not having an impartial third party do his market analyses. It’s all good. He might be signing with people, but unless he opens them all at once, he’s in the clear.”

      “He said all of that in the letter?” Mandy asked, embarrassed by the way her voice squeaked. Some businesswoman she was proving to be. Tough as Jell-O--that was what she was.

      “Private eye,” Blair said with a wink. “Don’t tell anyone I said anything. The papers won’t know for weeks yet, but investigators are working on him. Tons of yummy stuff is popping up.”

      The door jingled and Blair stood, a smile on her face. She gave Mandy’s shoulder a squeeze and leaned down and said in a flash, “Learn what I didn’t, kid. Depend on yourself. Nobody else. And never take what anyone says at face value--not even your own mother. And always make sure you have a key to the back door.”

      “What back door?”

      “Call me if you need anything and get your doors opened lickety-split,” Blair called to her before greeting the new arrival in the flashy suit.

      On trembling legs, Mandy made her way out onto the street, her worries, instead of being laid to rest, flourishing in the hot midday sun.
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      “Things are fine. They’re fine. Just keep knocking things off your to-do list, that’s all. Keep moving forward. You’re in this far. No point in turning tail now,” Mandy muttered to herself quietly.

      There was so much to do in the twenty-eight days until her opening that it made her head throb, and her appetitive take a massive hike. She was wearing the same old jeans and sweater she’d worn yesterday because it had been the closest outfit between her and the door this morning when the fridge installer had buzzed her at five-thirty. One thing after another had piled up like a freight train, snaffling up her time until she’d spent the whole day here--no makeup, teeth un-brushed. She felt gross. Exhausted and gross. She sat on the dusty old couch she’d dragged in from the alley and stared at the still mostly empty space. Things were trickling in, but there was still so much to do and Seth wasn’t being nearly as helpful as she thought he should be.

      The front door creaked open and Beth Reiter’s head peeked around the corner, a draft of cool, damp air swirling in, her still-new wedding band winking in the light. “Wow,” she said, slightly awed. “This place.” She shook her head. “Liz was right.”

      “About what?” Mandy asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “About you becoming a big businesswoman. To own a place like this. I mean, it isn’t some dinky diner, it’s like, a real chain. A real restaurant.” Beth looked at Mandy as if seeing her for the first time. As if Mandy had become some sort of amazing celebrity. Not some overextended woman about to collapse into failure.

      “Thank you,” she said finally.

      Beth shook her head and smiled. “You’ve always looked the part, too. Well, not today, but usually. I just never--”

      Everyone in town was suddenly treating her as if she was some big thing--which was what she had wanted, but she was also still just Mandy. The whole ‘big businesswoman’ awe thing was starting to make her uncomfortable.

      “Okay,” Mandy said, ushering Beth to the door. “Thanks so much for stopping in. I’ll be opening in a month.”

      Beth stopped at the door, not allowing Mandy to push her out. “Actually, I have a package for Ethan and your mom said he was here.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” Mandy stepped back and gestured toward the kitchen area. “He’s through the doors making up snack bags for Jen. Go ahead in. You’ll know him by his lighthouse grin.”

      Not only had her brother’s surgery gone well, giving him fairly reliable arm movement without pain, but he was finally--finally!--smiling again. His physiotherapist had said he needed to get out and moving and with a big thanks to Jen’s need of meals for hikers, he was. Plus, he was even considering Beth’s outreach rehab program that she ran from the local hospital. It was all finally lining up for him.

      Mandy returned to the couch and her to-do list.

      The front door creaked open again and Mandy sighed. The “Opening Soon” signs on the windows may as well have said, “Come on in and snoop around!”

      “We’re not open yet,” she called, wishing she could afford to crank the heat. The chill of the rainy day was seeping into her tired bones.

      “Not even for some free burnt bread?” Frankie asked with a grin.

      “Ha-ha.” Mandy rolled her eyes and tried to take the joke lightly--the stupid ovens that had finally arrived two days ago hadn’t been calibrated correctly and had burned her test batch. And of course, the townsfolk, smelling the fresh bread, had come waltzing in and then laughed. And teased. And laughed.

      Her phone rang and seeing it was her mother, she sent the call to voicemail. The last thing she needed today was a guilt trip from her mother about how she never stopped by to watch TV with her anymore.

      “Your mom?” Frankie asked.

      Mandy nodded and sighed, running her fingers through her tangled ponytail.

      “I brought you some lunch.” He passed her a Styrofoam container. “I’m guessing you haven’t eaten.”

      “Thanks.” At least one person was still treating her normally and trying to be understanding about the hours she needed to put in.

      “So?” Frankie asked, plunking onto the couch beside her. He coughed and waved away the dusty air. “This couch smells like sardines.”

      “I know.” She slurped her cream of potato soup. Man, that was good. Sometimes Benny made the world feel right again with his cream-based soups.

      “Are you worried?” he asked.

      She paused, her shoulders tightening. “No,” she said, keeping her head down. Maybe if she said it enough times, it would become true.

      “Maybe you could forget about Wrap It Up and open this place as your own?”

      “Frankie,” Mandy sighed, irritated. “I signed a contract.”

      “I know, but--” Frankie shifted “--what if things with Seth get worse and it all goes down and he takes you with him? The chain is crumbling and you’re diving in. Plus, you’re working just as hard as if you were doing this all on your own and without the help of a franchise.”

      She kept her head down as she spooned the last drop of soup into her mouth. It was a guaranteed loss if she backed out now--and he knew it.

      “It’s wearing you down,” he said, staring at her makeup-free face.

      “Thanks for lunch,” she said, standing. She brushed her bangs out of her face and walked him to the door. Rain fell in sheets against the roof and front windows, making the building sound as though it was being run through a car wash.

      “Mandy, I think you need to cut your losses.”

      “Take a look around!” Mandy swept her arm around the building, which was buzzing with, well, pretty much nothing but half-done jobs. “Don’t you think it’s a little late for that? And I’m not quitting.”

      “You could make this place your own,” he repeated.

      “It is mine. Maybe you shouldn’t have put your building up as collateral if you weren’t down with it housing a Wrap it Up.”

      They stood facing each other, hands on their hips. He held her challenging gaze before giving his head a short shake as he turned to leave.

      “Don’t walk out on me, Frankie! You’re in this, too!”

      He paused in the doorway, rain sprinkling the shoulders of his leather jacket. “Maybe I was wrong to push you into this.”

      “You don’t believe in me?” Her heart dropped. She’d always counted on him. What did she have if she didn’t have him?

      “I still do, but I miss you. You’re always stressed out and it’s not healthy.”

      “It’s called starting a business.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I care about you.”

      “Frankie, just…” She waved her hands in frustration. “Quit breathing down my neck. I’m doing the best I can. Just…go follow your own dreams or something. Then you’ll see how incredibly hard it is.”

      She sat down in an exhausted heap as he nodded resolutely, silently closing the door behind him. Her shoulders sagged as she fought a flood of desperate tears. She gave them a determined swipe as Beth and Ethan came into the room, laughing and smiling like everything was perfect in their happy little small town lives.
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      With the phone stuck to her ear, Mandy repeatedly pointed at the cucumber that needed slicing for Jen’s sandwiches. But it didn’t matter how many times she pointed to them, her brother didn’t get the hint. He’d done fine with last week’s snacks, but today Ethan seemed happier to just sit and watch the supplies he’d requested, as if they were going to get up and do a little dance if he waited long enough. If this was his normal working speed, Mandy was going to be chasing after a herd of canoes, waving lunches in the air like a mother chasing a school bus. Hiring a family member had been a very dumb move. Even if it had been the right thing to do. Even if he was good at it--when he actually did it.

      Mandy left another message for Seth and tried not to panic about things not arriving fast enough to stay on schedule for her grand opening. She needed flooring. Tables. Menu signs. The rest of the kitchen equipment. Where were they sending it from? Timbuktu by Pony Express?

      She’d call Frankie. That’s what she’d do. They hadn’t hung out since he blew out of here a week ago but that didn’t mean anything--they were both busy with life and the upcoming Blueberry Cruise. Maybe she’d make him some brownies as a token of--

      Oh! The brownies.

      She whipped open the oven and sagged in relief. Perfect timing. She pulled out the brownies, which were just coming away from the pan’s edges, and set them aside to cool.

      “Those smell good,” her brother said, rolling closer, hands on his wheels.

      “If you get the sandwiches done in the next twenty-five minutes, you can have one.”

      “Are those your prize-winning ones?”

      She shook her head and hung her oven mitts on a nearby hook. “But it looks like the calibration for the oven is finally dead on.” She poked at the tray of treats, inhaling their aroma. “These are my new whiskey brownies. I’m going to add mini gumdrops as well as a thick chocolate icing. They’re a shout out to Grandpa Frank and the gumdrops he used to give me as a kid.” She stood back, caught in a moment of nostalgia as she thought of all the warm memories she had of hanging out with Frankie and his grandfather in this very building.

      “They smell like contenders for the fall fair,” Ethan said.

      “Yeah, maybe.” She turned her back, hoping Ethan would get the hint and go back to work. She dialed Frankie at the shop, hoping to catch him during his coffee break.

      Dodger picked up the phone, sounding slightly harried.

      “Hey, Dodger, is Frankie in?” Mandy asked, knowing he would be.

      “Uh, no,” he said carefully. “He left yesterday.”

      Mandy frowned. “Um?”

      “For the show.”

      “The show?” Mandy scratched her head. What had she missed? And why did it feel as though she was in an elevator and the cable had just snapped?

      “The TV show? The guy who was going to do up the Mercury roadster ended up in the hospital and so Frankie’s doing it. Cool, huh? That’s great that you let him go.”

      “Uh, yeah. Right. Of course. I don’t own him.” Mandy drew in a breath. How had she not heard about this? And why hadn’t Frankie told her? “Uh, do you know how long he’ll be gone?” She shut her eyes, the letter of offer from the TV show coming to mind. If she recalled correctly, he was going to be gone a very long time.

      “He told Alex he needed four months off…” Dodger said uncertainly.

      “Right. I mean…like…” Mandy scrambled for a plausible question that would not only save face but get her the info she needed. “The show and shine…”

      “He finished up a pile of stuff and said he’ll do the rest from the city. But I’m definitely gonna need you to explain some of this. His handwriting is bad.” He gave a chuckle.

      Frankie was going to miss everything. The show and shine. Her opening.

      He didn’t say goodbye.

      No, don’t think about yourself. Think about him. He was following his dream and doing what he should. That was good.

      But he’d just…left. Left like they weren’t even friends.

      She closed her eyes and hung up the phone, pushing it against her forehead, desperately wanting to talk to Frankie in person.

      Flat slapping noises disturbed her thoughts and she turned to see her brother slapping slices of bread into a row on the low, adjustable counter their father had made specifically for him and his wheelchair.

      “Argh!” Mandy snatched the bread and tossed it in the trash. “How would you like it if I dragged my hands across this floor and then smeared them all over your sandwich?”

      “What?” Ethan leaned away from her flailing arms, a mixture of emotions flitting across his face.

      “What do you think are on your wheelchair wheels? They’ve been everywhere from bird poo to who only knows what and you were just touching them to get to the table and now you’re handling food. How many times have we gone over this? Don’t you understand that this isn’t your house where you can make a sandwich any old way you want? People are paying for this! There are guidelines I have to follow. You’re supposed to wear gloves.”

      “Relax, Mandy.”

      “Don’t tell me to relax--this is my livelihood!”

      “I was touching the metal, not the tire. And you all but dumped this catering stuff on me.”

      “Wash your hands.” She pointed to the sink tucked by the back door. “This is commercial food preparation. Where’s your hairnet?”

      “It was itchy.”

      “Seriously?” Mandy looked at the ceiling and tried to remember some sort of move she could do that would settle her chi into a happy little ball in her center. She couldn’t think of a single one that wouldn’t prevent her chi from being blasted all over the place when she reached over and strangled her brother.

      Never hire family.

      Never. Ever. Again.

      “What?” her brother asked in a peeved voice.

      “You’re going to get me shut down before I even open!”

      “I think Seth has already taken care of that,” he muttered.

      “What did you just say?”

      “Don’t take your frustrations with Frankie out on me!”

      “Frankie has nothing to do with the fact that you won’t obey food preparation regulations.”

      “You’ve been in such a mood since you and Frankie had that fight. Get over it already!”

      “And you’ve been a pouty baby since the day you were born. Frankie and I didn’t--”

      “It’s all over town, Mandy. I can’t believe you told Frankie to follow his dreams. What’s Alex supposed to do with Frankie suddenly gone?” He gave her a look as if to say ‘How could you?’ as he pushed his chair away from the prep table.

      “That,” Mandy said, trying to gain control over her voice, which was wobbling from anger, “has nothing to do with me. He makes his own choices.”

      “Sure. After you make them for him.”

      “That is not true.”

      “He’d jump off a cliff if you asked him to and you don’t even care.”

      “I do too care! I care a lot!”

      “Then prove it.”

      “Prove what, exactly,” she asked carefully.

      “The fact that you love him enough to put your own heart on the line instead of always stomping all over his.”

      Mandy took a step back, gasping. “I do not!”

      “Do so.”

      “Like you’re one to talk. You’re too afraid to step out there and let anyone accept you as you are. Quit waiting to walk in order to live.”

      Her brother shoved his chair toward the door, his expression dark. “You just keep on living with your head up your you-know-what, Mandy.”

      The blood in Mandy’s ears rushed like a river during spring runoff and she tried to pull in a steadying breath.

      Her brother paused at the door. “I can’t deal with this job. It’s too much stress--it’s not good for me. I quit.”

      Mandy grabbed her hair, trying not to succumb to the urge to yank it all out. “Right now?”

      “Right now.”

      “Fine. Go. It would be faster and easier if I did it myself.” She moved to the table and began prepping sandwiches.

      “You forgot to wash your hands,” her brother said.

      As he glided out the door, she whipped slices of bread at him, fuming as they gently rained around him, pattering to the floor. She shoved the heels of her hands against her eyes and pushed back the tears of frustration fighting against her eyelids. The phone rang and she snatched it off the hook, forcing her voice to sound cheery. “Wrap it Up, Mandy speaking.”

      “Mandy, it’s Seth. We need to talk.”
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      Mandy blocked the exit to Seth’s office-slash-apartment, refusing to let him leave. He was harried and peeved as the past fifteen minutes had involved a lot of him silencing the ringing phone and the two of them verbally dancing like sumo wrestlers, trying to keep the other from getting a good grip and shoving the other one out of the ring. Or in Seth’s case, making his way out of the building after giving her flimsy excuses for why he’d called her into the city. She knew it wasn’t just to tell her he’d been exonerated for scams and that the rest of her equipment might be a bit delayed despite his pushing.

      “Mandy, step aside,” he said on a sigh. “I have to get to this meeting.” He pushed up his suit sleeve to check his watch. “Proceed with your opening as planned. You have a tight timeline but you’ve got this. Just…no matter what, keep going according to plan. No matter what.” He paused to meet her eye. “You said you trusted me. I’ll make sure it’ll all work out.”

      “Work out with what? No décor, no creation station, no furniture, no signs, no training and a menu that just changed!” She jabbed him hard in the chest. “I have well under a month.”

      He wiped his face with a hand. “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I just need you to trust me.” He made a move to squeeze past her again, but her instincts told her to block him. If she let him by, she had a feeling he’d successfully avoid her forever more.

      “This isn’t just about expanding too fast,” she said as he went to protest her blocking him. “Is it? Why did you call me here? What’s really going on?”

      Seth paled, but he looked her straight in the eye. “You have no recourse but to continue. To back out at this stage would mean definite financial decimation.” He tried to move past her again, but she placed her body between him and the space he planned to move into.

      “Who said anything about backing out?”

      Seth gave her a sad, pained look that would have made her back off if she hadn’t invested her savings and put Frankie’s inheritance on the line. The term invested held a whole new meaning to her now. It was bad enough Frankie wasn’t talking to her, she could only imagine what it would be like if she lost Grandpa Frank’s.

      “Mandy, you are such an innocent in all of this.” He gave her a piteous look and tried to ease past her. “I’d like to keep it that way.”

      She glowered and blocked his way. She hadn’t played ice hockey against her brothers on Blueberry Lake all those years without learning how to anticipate someone else’s moves. He could try and deke her out all he liked but he wasn’t getting past her until she decided he could.

      Seth’s shoulders rounded and he shot her a look of defeat. “Fine. Wrap it Up is in trouble.”

      She took a step toward him. “Everything I’ve put into this is everything I’ve never had. I can’t afford to lose this, Seth.”

      “I know,” he moaned. “I’m sorry. I thought you were…” He let out an anguished sigh.

      She struggled to keep her emotions under control, as well as the strong urge to grip him around his throat and shake and shake him until his eyes popped out of his skull. “How bad is it?” she asked tightly.

      Seth eyed the door and for a moment, Mandy thought he was going to knock her aside and race through it. Instead, he took a deep breath and said, “I’m being accused of money laundering and fraud.”

      Mandy’s heart made a large ka-thump in her chest, then stilled for what should have been two beats. “Say that again?” Those were mobster charges…not for a guy like Seth--just some dude trying to act larger than his britches could ever be.

      “It’s a long story, but the short version is they don’t like how I’ve financed things.” He ran a hand through his hair and took several steps back, unable to meet her eye. “They think I’ve done something illegal, but I haven’t. Everything is aboveboard and this publicity will actually be good for the brand because it will get us in the news. Except…”

      “Except what?”

      Seth waved a hand vaguely. “Expanding at the rate I have been--it’s a financial balancing act. I have a lot of plates spinning on sticks and I dropped one. Lexi got mad--”

      “Lexi?” Mandy breathed.

      “It ended up hurting her because I had to increase the interest on her franchise loan.”

      “But you can’t do that!” She was sure John had made sure the interest rate was set. Absolutely sure.

      “Not with you, I can’t.” He gave her a half smile. “You’ve a good lawyer.” His voice perked up and he said, “Don’t worry. Wrap it Up will rise like a phoenix from the fire.”

      “That kind of implies everything is going to be reduced to ash first, Seth.” She rubbed her forehead. “Can’t you just give it to me straight, for once?”

      He sighed. “Bankruptcy.” He slowly wrapped her hands in his, his gray eyes gazing into hers with what seemed like real pain. “I never did anything wrong,” he said softly. “In six months from now, this will all be over and I’ll be exonerated--”

      “You said you’ve already been exonerated!”

      “Yes, but…I can’t afford to go through this. I have retirement plans. I’m filing for bankruptcy.”

      “But you took my money. Why would you take my money if you…” She stared at him, seeing the shrewd businessman everyone else had seen--the one Frankie had warned her about. Oh, no. Ohhhh, no. She took five steps back, hand on her chest as though she’d been stabbed. “You took my money with no intention of ever letting me open! That’s why everything has been delayed. It’s you!” She covered her mouth. “How could I have been so stupid?”

      “Mandy, no,” he begged. “I want you to open. I want you to do well. You’re not like the rest. You’re not rich. I don’t ruin lives.”

      She pointed a finger at him, angry that it was shaking. “You better not screw me over, Seth. You’d better find a way to get my place set up so I can open or I will--” Will what? Everything she could have used as a threat, the cops were already nailing him on. “I’ll make you regret it like you wouldn’t believe. You’re not messing with city girls. You’re messing with Blueberry Springs.”

      [image: ]

      Mandy gunned her truck up the mountain pass to Blueberry Springs and brushed a tear from her cheek. She’d keep moving forward when she’d stopped trusting Seth because she trusted John and his contract revisions. But as smart as John was, she had a strong feeling the both of them had been outmaneuvered by a city man.

      She sighed, trying to think of an angle. Any angle that would help her save this. She couldn’t think of one and her mind went in circles, stuck. If she gave up, she lost. If she didn’t give up, she still lost.

      But to throw it all away today--preemptively--so she could slink off and hide meant she was accepting her fate. And she would not do that. She was not her mother. She would never allow anyone to defeat her without her permission. Going through the past few months had changed her. She was stronger and was getting a sense for who she really was.

      She flicked on her wipers, driving past mounds of dirty snow that had slid off the mountain during very late season avalanches. The highest northern ridges were still snow-covered from the late spring storms, but with August’s heavy rain, they’d had two days of mud slides, avalanches and flash floods along the road. She couldn’t recall there ever being a year like this. Mother Nature’s moodiness seemed to be matching her own moods stroke for stroke.

      Her truck swished through the remains of an earlier flash flood and she pushed away pangs of loneliness. She flipped her sunglasses down as her truck roared into the sunlight at the end of an avalanche tunnel. Like a rebirth.

      A rebirth she couldn’t have. No mulligans. No do-overs.

      She had to proceed with what she had.

      Frankie.

      The one thing she’d always counted on and now no longer had. She brushed the tears from her cheeks. What Ethan had said was true. He had always been there for her, letting her be the guide while she stomped all over his wishes, his feelings. She’d refused to let him get close, refused to owe him a thing. She was a horrible friend in some ways and he’d always been so patient with her--something she’d assumed would last forever. Something she now realized was incredibly unfair.

      She raised her sunglasses again as she drove into the last avalanche shed between her and the lower meadows of home. As she entered, something felt off. She eased up on the gas and flicked on her lights. Something was definitely wrong. Her truck was rumbling and shaking, making her vibrate in her seat. Frowning, she checked the gauges and hit her flashers. She couldn’t afford a breakdown. Financially or location-wise. Between here and home, there was nowhere safe to pull over, due to no stopping zones, avalanche zones, and a long runaway lane for trucks whose brakes had gone out on the long hill into town.

      She was almost out of the tunnel when a sudden bout of vertigo hit her. She blinked hard as thundering blocked out the sound of her stereo. Mandy slammed on her brakes as snow, mud, rocks, trees, and rushing water piled in front of her, sliding into a growing mound blocking the exit.

      She threw her truck into reverse, and with her heart throbbing madly in her chest, she backed up, watching pieces of the mountain continue to thunder down over the protective tunnel. Feeling as though she was being tumbled around in a clothes dryer, she closed her eyes to steady herself, waiting for the deafening roar to come to an end.

      She peeked out at the debris, which continued to mound higher and higher, trapping her. She checked her rearview mirror to confirm that the same was happening at the other end of the short tunnel. The air stilled and quieted and the remaining detritus tumbled over the exits, sucking the last bit of light out of her safe, concrete cave.

      After the roaring and cracking, the tunnel felt frighteningly quiet. Thick mud had oozed into the tunnel and fear left a bitter taste on her tongue as she checked her phone’s signal. Nothing.

      She was trapped. Alone. The darkness felt complete and she fought for control of her breathing. She rested her head on the steering wheel, thoughts streaming through her mind. She’d be in the papers again with all her current failures--the franchise, getting trapped here. But she’d survived worse humiliations. And she would again.

      She’d survived Oz dumping her so he could pick up with harmless Beth instead of facing the reality of his life. Mandy had told him he should get out of his father’s business and chase his passion but he didn’t listen. Well, eventually he did, but not until much later. She’d been good for Oz. He’d just been a poor listener who took forever to follow through on advice.

      She’d also pushed Frankie to go on TV--to gnaw on the very marrow of his passions.

      But again, the town had pointed their fingers at her--she was the bad guy for causing change in Oz’s life as well as Frankie’s.

      For years, she’d lived with a giant hand of fear clutching her heart because of Frankie. Ever since that night under the water tower when he’d come flying toward the earth after she’d screamed his name, she’d been living in fear. Fear for how much she loved her best friend. Scared her love wouldn’t be enough to make him stay, just as it hadn’t been enough to keep her father from leaving her and her mother to go take up with a new family across town. And later, she’d been scared that Frankie would leave her the way Oz had left her for Beth. Twice.

      But of course Oz wasn’t the man she was supposed to be with. Oz was the one man in town she could easily pretend to love, but never be truly crushed by.

      Not like Frankie.

      Fear had made her cling to Oz, to do desperate things to keep herself from having to be alone. Of having to face Frankie and the power of her emotions head on.

      Yet, after all these years, Frankie still loved her. He’d waited. He hadn’t allowed her to push him away. He was right there. Ready.

      She loved him. It was that simple. She always had. Great big scary love. If she opened that door to her soul and peeked inside, she was overwhelmed by a love for him that made her dizzy and breathless. Every time. And now it was time to let that door off its hinges and see what happened.

      She was ready. Ready to meet his heart and the power of his love, head on.

      She was finally strong enough. The disasters with her business start-up hadn’t led to her collapsing the way her mother had when faced with adversity. They had only made her more determined and she knew it was time to leave her fears behind so she could experience true love.

      When she got out of this tunnel, the first thing she was going to do was run to Frankie and make him hers.

      Grinning to herself she yelled out, “I’m in love with my best friend!”
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      It had taken all her courage to drive back through those avalanche tunnels between her and the studio where Frankie was filming, but she’d done it. She’d ignored her lengthy to-do list and whipped up a batch of brownies just for him.

      Deep in the city, Mandy parked her truck beside several souped-up cars outside Studio B. Now all she needed was the guts to get out of her truck, step through those doors and tell Frankie the truth: that she missed him and she loved him.

      Oh, man. She shook out her hands and bit her lips. Driving all this way had been the easy part. Now she actually had to do it. Let go. Put herself out there.

      She closed her eyes and slid out of her truck, balancing the plate of brownies on her upheld hand. She took two steps forward, then turned back to her truck.

      She couldn’t do it. What if he rejected her? What if it was too late? What if he said yes but only wanted a weekend with her? What if he said yes and she fell so deep and hard and something happened to him like when they were teenagers?

      She lowered her forehead to the warm metal of her truck. She couldn’t do this. She wasn’t strong enough. And she didn’t have anything to offer him. She was a dragonfly’s wingspan away from failure. From losing his inheritance. She wasn’t a big fish. She wasn’t even a waitress anymore. She was a nothing. She wasn’t even a good friend.

      She closed her eyes against the tornado of emotions battling inside. She needed to get a grip on her fears. She couldn’t let them run her life any longer. She wanted this. She’d already taken the first steps to changing her life. All she had to do was keep up the momentum.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she pulled her head off her truck, ignoring the oily smear she’d left behind, and marched herself into the studios. Huge walls rose up on either side of her and oversized doors led into various rooms. She paused in the dim halls until she spotted the man-sized door that hid Frankie. She stared at it. Was she supposed to knock? What if they were filming?

      A woman came up, reached over and opened the door. “Those will be popular,” she said, eyeing the plate wavering in Mandy’s hand. She pointed to a darkened light to the right of doorjamb. “When the light is off, you’re safe to go in.”

      “Oh, right. Thanks.”

      The room overpowered her with the scent of oil, gasoline, paint, and pretty much everything that made her heart ache for Frankie. Large fans struggled to keep the fumes out, providing a constant hum in the background. An old roadster sat under huge lights that were so bright, the rest of the room disappeared when you focused on it. A man in a T-shirt sporting the show’s logo worked on a rusty fender. A few large cameras were set up around the room and shiny toolboxes on wheels were scattered about, along with state-of-the-art tools that must have had Frankie drooling. A dream come true.

      She smiled, knowing he had to be loving it and would come home inspired to get his bodywork business off the ground and leave parts stocking in his past.

      She turned to leave, feeling as though she shouldn’t have come and caught Frankie’s eye. For a second she faltered as their eyes locked.

      Frankie resumed his work and she watched his hands deftly move a piece of metal, grinding it into a perfect circle. Summoning her courage, she made her way over to him, stepping over various cords and hoses taped to the floor.

      “Hey,” she said as he turned off the grinder and lifted his safety goggles. “Um.” She glanced at the roadster frame in the middle of the room and, unable to think of something brilliant to say, shoved the brownies in Frankie’s direction. “I brought you brownies.”

      His eyes flickered to the other workers who had stopped their projects to check out what was happening with the dame carting goodies.

      “Brownies,” she said, giving the plate a light lift in the air, answering their unspoken question.

      “All right!” The men moved in.

      “They’re for Frankie,” she scolded gently. She pointed to one side of the plate. “These ones win the fall fair every year, and these ones--” she pointed to the new batch “--are my latest creation. I’m going to enter them in the bake-off this year. I was hoping to get Frankie’s opinion since I created them as a way to pay homage to his late grandfather.” She swung the plate away from reaching fingers, her heart doing a little Olympic diving stunt in her chest when she turned back to face Frankie. “But maybe he’ll share.” She shot the men a coy look.

      The guys turned to Frankie and he shrugged, his face a mask as he said, “Help yourselves.”

      Dirty fingers grabbed the dark chocolate squares, leaving only one of the new recipe squares for Frankie. Mandy offered it to him. “This is my newest recipe.”

      Frankie ignored it while fiddling with the grinder’s guard and she slowly lowered the plate. “The roadster looks great.”

      “Not really,” he replied.

      “Um. Your mom is really excited and proud of you.”

      Frankie gave her a sidelong look, arms crossed. “You came all this way to tell me that?”

      “And a few other things.” She pressed her finger on a brownie crumb and lifted it to her mouth. “I’ve missed you,” she said quietly, studying the plate. He was right there, listening. Waiting. And she couldn’t make herself put it out there. Of all the things she’d expected, she didn’t expect him to be so…distant.

      “I didn’t think you’d notice I was gone.”

      She peeked up at him, startled. “I did. And I realized some things. I got stuck in an avalanche tunnel.”

      “I heard.”

      She nodded. Of course. He probably even knew about Seth and how screwed she was. “And I’m sorry.” She peeked at him again. “You were right. And I was wrong.”

      “About what?”

      Mandy bit back tears. “Everything,” she said in a choked voice. She longed to grab him and hold him against her. “You. Me. My attitude. My expectations. The franchise. Borrowing money. Everything.” She looked up at him. He was watching her with a kind, forgiving expression, but he wasn’t pulling her into his arms and she knew it wasn’t just because of the onlookers. Frankie had never cared about that kind of stuff. “Can you forgive me?” she asked. “I was dumb.”

      He watched her, his jaw working.

      She added, her cheeks burning, “I was dumb for years. I can see it now. I put my fears before your feelings. And I’m sorry because I’ve always felt--”

      “Why now?” he snapped. “Now that you have nothing left? Now I’m good enough for you?” He turned his back.

      Something unsaid hung between them and she cast a glance around the room as chills ran up her spine. And there she was. A short woman in overalls, feet set wide apart, watching with more than an onlooker’s level of interest. She was holding some sort of mini blowtorch but Mandy knew it didn’t burn nearly as brightly as the torch she had for her best friend.

      Mandy glanced at Frankie, who had been watching the woman, as well. Mandy stepped back and let out a deep breath. “I’m too late.” She bit back a hysterical laugh, her insides churning with humiliation and pain.

      “Why now?” Frankie was looking at her, a sharp edge to his voice. “Why couldn’t you want me during the good times?” He stepped closer and she felt the urge to run. “All those times I asked?”

      “Because I…I just…I.” She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the other woman. What did Frankie see in this pixie-like tomboy other than the urge to give the major cuteness a big squeeze?

      It had only been a week. How could he fall out of love with her and for someone else so quickly?

      “Is it real?” she asked, facing Frankie, trying to look deep into his eyes to delve out the truth.

      He kept his eyes averted. “You only want me because I’m not there to hold you up and you think you’re going to lose me. I hate games, Mandy. I hate them.” He slammed down the metal circle, his cheeks red.

      Mandy bit her lips, trying not to feel embarrassed, as she was sure every head in the studio workshop had turned toward them. Her knees shook as she stepped right up to Frankie, hoping nobody could pick up her words. Breathing in his peppermint scent for what she hoped wasn’t the last time, she stood on the edge of that cliff, eyes watering, trying not to look at the jagged rocks below. She brushed her lips against his cheek as she whispered, “I love you. And I’ll wait for you. However long it takes. Good times and bad. There has only ever been a place for you in my heart.”
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      Mandy slumped on the stool at the tall counter that would have overlooked Main Street if the window wasn’t still covered in paper announcing an upcoming grand opening--which, at this point, felt pretty much felt like a big, fat hopeless lie.

      In the avalanche, she’d convinced herself she’d changed. But the truth was, she was still a scared little nobody who couldn’t change her life.

      She hadn’t nabbed Frankie when she’d had the chance.

      Plus, she hadn’t taken Seth’s bankruptcy warning, Blair’s advice, John’s advice, or anyone else’s to the extent that it had left her fully protected. And now, she would lose Frankie’s building in just two weeks--a full week before her planned opening--if she didn’t find a way to pay back her outstanding debt against the franchise. Because with the franchise going into official receivership, it didn’t matter how much Seth owed her in their agreement; it was all about what she owed the drowning company.

      She rubbed her temples, trying to ignore the headache that was badgering her. If she had money, it would be easy. She could pay off the open loan and save herself--or at least, Frankie’s building.

      How could she have trusted Seth? How naive and blind was she?

      She pushed aside the registered letter and newspaper article she’d read several times over the past forty-five minutes, trying to get them to sink in. A business expert in the paper claimed Seth had charged the franchisees more than was reasonable for his delivery of a less than superior product. On top of it all, he had suddenly begun agreeing to set up franchises in places where there was no hope of them ever surviving. Including Blueberry Springs.

      Basically, his franchise was a scam. A well thought out scam she had fallen for like a needy teenager out with her first boyfriend, who wanted only one thing.

      Stupid, needy Mandy.

      The door to her restaurant creaked open and John hesitantly popped his head around the open door. “Ah, there you are. Mary Alice thought she’d seen you come in but not leave.”

      Mandy pushed the weight of all her failures off her chest and reminded herself not to think. Just act like everything was cool.

      John continued from his spot at the door, “I heard the news and, as your lawyer, came to chat about your options.”

      “I should have stayed happy as a waitress, John. I’d been fine until stupid Oz went and got stupid married and then stupid Gloria opened her big fat stupid yap so I, in turn, opened mine. Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

      Her head collapsed onto the counter and she heard John take a hesitant step closer. She raised her head, along with a hand to ward him off. The last thing she needed was sympathy. She would crumple faster than a brick wall being hit by a bulldozer.

      Mandy faced the papered windows again and held her head up by placing her fingertips to her temples. “Why did you let Frankie put his building up as collateral? You had to have known how risky it was.” She blinked back tears. If she’d held strong, she wouldn’t be carrying the burden of knowing she’d tossed his inheritance to the wind.

      John shrugged. “He’s an adult.” His shoes clicked closer. “Now, about your options.”

      Mandy rubbed her forehead. “John, I’m sorry, but I can’t afford to pay you.”

      “Pro bono,” he said quickly, pulling up a stool next to her.

      “John, I really…” Mandy shook her head. “I tried being a big fish and life placed its oversized thumb on me. I stepped out of bounds and reached too far.”

      She was just a waitress.

      An unemployed waitress, to boot. Now she’d get to live in town as the big business flop who’d tried to trap Oz and made Frankie fall off the tower.

      Frankie had probably been right. Her feelings for him were likely just a result of the fact that she was drowning and he had always been her reliable life raft. But if that was true, it didn’t explain why it was so hard to breathe whenever she thought about him. It was like an iron fist had clenched over her heart and refused to let go.

      “You okay?” John asked, flipping open a document.

      “Yeah,” she wheezed.

      “You should read this,” he said, running a finger down the page before tapping on a clause.

      Sighing, Mandy took the offered page and skimmed the clause. “So?”

      “What does it say?” he prompted.

      “A bunch of mumbo-jumbo about how crappy it is when a chain goes under.” Such a ray of sunshine. It was a wonder the man was still married.

      “Yes,” John said patiently, turning the page, “but it also says you have the option to buy out your outlet and carry on independently. And here--” he tapped on another clause “--is that clause we added about you being able to buy your outlet for a lower price rather than market value, should there ever be a reason to go independent.” He beamed at Mandy as though he’d just presented her with a new truck. “I thought you understood all of this?”

      “I don’t have money, John. It’s all fine and dandy that you thought to put in all of these clauses, but I simply don’t have the money or a way to raise it in time.” She pushed away from the counter, anger fusing her muscles together. “I have to pull out.”

      The man had been a well-off lawyer for so long, he didn’t understand that having no money really meant no money. As in nada. Zip. Zilch. Zero. Nothing. As in, what am I going to put in my gas tank when the needle hits E? She had nothing to her name other than a pile of loans that were coming due for a half-finished restaurant that couldn’t be opened. She was one missed rent check away from sleeping on her mother’s sofa and playing the Which-Soap-Star-Had-Botox guessing game each afternoon.

      How could she have forgotten that strutting around with rose-colored lenses made you unable to see how life was ninjaing up on you with its butt-kickers?

      John sat back, assessing her--probably trying to comprehend how she could be so broke.

      “Right,” he said at last. He cast a look about the half-finished place. He stood, resting a heavy hand on her shoulder. “You are a creative problem solver. Always have been. You can pull this out of the hat.”

      She let out a snort, then glanced at the letter from the chain’s lawyers again. “There’s no way I can I raise the kind of cash I need in time.” Interest was already piling up on her debts and it would take ages to pay it off with or without a paycheck and all she had to show for it was a cold, hard life lesson.

      “You’ll think of something.” John hefted the document, saying, “You know where to find me if you need help.”

      She snorted. “Getting help at this point is like asking the coast guard to help the Titanic. About a zillion years too late,” she muttered.

      “Mandy,” John said, “where is that hopeful, optimistic woman I know?”

      “I think she may have been crushed by that brick wall that fell on her.” She sighed and turned to look at her restaurant. So close. Yet so very, very far.

      John exited, saying, “When you get your plan in place, you know where to find me.”

      She stuck her tongue out at the closed door and made snippy little comments to herself before sighing and giving herself a shake. She needed to stop moping and take action. Any action. She grabbed her purse and keys and locked the door, taking a walk around town, brainstorming idea after useless idea on how she could raise enough money to save it all--preferably in one week or less.
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      Mandy bolted upright and flung the covers off her legs. That was it! The timeline was incredibly tight, but if she could manage to write a decent pitch and a miracle occurred, it might work. But she had to move. Fast.

      Tucking Portia under her arm, she headed to her laptop. Flipping it open, she rubbed her hands and typed in the URL for Kickstarter. Gran, bless her heart, may have been on to something with her mumbo-jumbo at her quitting party. Everything was a long shot right now, but maybe this could buy her enough time to pull things out of the fire and keep them there until she could get the restaurant going and an income rolling.

      Printing off several pages, she began scrawling down ideas and lists of things she needed. Nothing to lose and everything to gain.

      She scratched Portia behind the ears and let out a long sigh. If she used Kickstarter, she wouldn’t be able to pay people back, which didn’t seem fair. She’d already pulled Frankie into the mess and there was no way she could live with herself if she widened her net of financial destruction--and using donations wasn’t about her need for independence, as Frankie would assume. It was about being responsible and honest about the fact that she was a shoddy investment. But if she could be more accountable to her backers by being able to pay each and every one of them back whether things worked out, or not, that was her ticket--not handouts.

      Oh. My.

      That was it. She picked up her phone and tapped in a number from her files.

      “Lexi?”

      “Wha--?”

      Sleep coated Lexi’s voice and Mandy spoke slowly and urgently. “Lexi, it’s Mandy Mattson. I have a plan to save our us all. Can I come over? ‘Cause you’re not going to want to sleep once you hear my plan and I’m not letting you off the phone until I’ve told it to you.”

      “Try me,” said Lexi, her voice hard.

      Mandy quickly outlined her plan. They were going to take back the night. Okay, maybe not the night, but at least their investments and show Seth a thing or two about women. Namely that you didn’t cross them. Especially when they moved in butt-kicking packs.

      “You’re nuts, girl.”

      Mandy’s hope waned.

      “But I happen to like your brand of nuts. I’ll text you my address and call the rest of the franchisees. Get over here and let’s get this thing moving.”
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      Mandy shifted from foot to foot beside the table of brownies under the oak tree in Main Street’s square and rubbed her hands down the legs of her jeans. All she had to do was convince everyone she saw today to lend her money. No problem. It wasn’t asking for help. It was… Well, okay. It was asking for help. A lot of help. But she could do it. Asking for help and feeling like you owed someone something was normal, right? Everyone did it. It would be okay. She could do it in the name of Frankie’s inheritance. So really, it was like she was asking them to help Frankie, not her.

      And anyway, it was just a micro business loan. Twenty-five dollars or more which she’d pay back with interest when her business was on its feet. That was the hardest part of the cooperative go-independent plan she and the other franchisees had been up all night sorting out--asking for money. Going public with their request so Seth would be humiliated in releasing things not in their contract such as the right to continue using the chain’s trademark and licensing as well as buy out their outlets before the liquidators took it all next week…that all felt surprisingly easy in comparison.

      “Hey, is that your entry?” Jen asked, sidling up beside Mandy. “The brownies with the gumdrops?”

      Mandy nodded and nervously scanned the table. “I don’t know what I was thinking, changing my recipe.” She swiped her bangs off her sweaty forehead. Today was going to kill her. But she had six days to meet the deadline and save Frankie’s building and nothing but a lonely twenty-five dollar backer for her micro loan thus far. She needed to step out and get things done or she’d be the only one of the franchisees who would be losing her place.

      Jen blew a bubble with her gum. “You said the ladies were getting closer to matching your recipe, so this is smart. Even if you lose, it’s not because of your prize-winning ones. It’s because you changed the game on your own terms by taking away their real win--beating your old recipe.”

      Mandy took in the table of sweets. She leaned over and whispered to Jen, “There’s also a bit of spiced whiskey in it and the judge has a thing for all things fermented.”

      “If you win, I’m totally selling that tip to the highest bidder.”

      Mandy gave Jen a mock scowl and a shove.

      “Either way,” Jen said wisely, “you are leaving the game before you lose.” She added with a half shrug. “It’s basic self-preservation. I do it all the time.”

      Her cheeks flushed as Mandy studied her, but before she could ask more, Jen said, “Everyone on the canoe trip was fighting over the last brownie--did I tell you that? People were talking about signing up for another excursion just to have those at lunch! And it was a horrible paddle in the pouring rain. Your brownies could totally be my best advertising.” She pretended to put Mandy in a headlock. “These brownies are not allowed to become available anywhere else--they have to remain exclusive to my trips. Understood?”

      Mandy laughed and pulled away. “You’re crazy.” She smiled, thankful for the way Jen was not only distracting her, but for making her feel as though changing up her entry was a smart move. But she still couldn’t help but wish Frankie was there. This year, he hadn’t even sampled the recipe.

      The light pre-fall breeze brought with it a hint of heavenly chocolate and she resisted the urge to throw herself over the table and devour everything in sight. Breathe, girl, breathe. Just don’t inhale near the table.

      “So, um,” Mandy began nervously. Precious time was ticking away.

      She turned to Jen and took a deep breath.

      “Nervous?” Jen asked.

      “A bit. But um, I started another web page for my Wrap it Up.”

      “Oh.” Jen’s eyes widened and she glanced around, as if looking for an escape route.

      “With the other franchisees. There are a couple of us banding together.” Mandy fought the instinct to stop breathing and reminded herself that if she told a few friends around town, the word would spread in no time, helping her gain some support. And if not, well, then, at least she’d know that Blueberry Springs really didn’t want her restaurant.

      “Great. Good idea.” Jen cleared her throat. “So, why do they call this a fall fair, anyway? It isn’t even fall yet. It’s more like a big baking contest. Shouldn’t there be pumpkin growing contests or something?”

      Mandy sighed at Jen’s change of subject. “The weather is better in August. Usually.” She tried to add a bit of perkiness to her voice as she said, “I’m really pumped about this new idea. We want to go independent. We just need to raise some funding.”

      Jen’s attention drifted to a group setting up a screen in the shade of the large oak. “Look at that. They managed to finagle some footage after all.”

      “Footage for what?” Mandy asked.

      Jen frowned at her GPS watch. “For Frankie’s show. A sneak peek of raw footage or something.”

      “But they’re still filming.” He was still in the city with Miss Blowtorch and would be for another two months. Her mind refused to imagine what else the woman might be blowing during their time off. Okay, that was a lie. Her mind was refusing not to think of other things.

      “You okay?” Jen asked, resting a hand on Mandy’s back.

      Mandy tried for a smile. And failed.

      “Aw.” Jen gave Mandy a half hug. “He hasn’t been talking to you, has he?”

      Mandy shook her head and blinked rapidly. She would not cry. After all she’d been through in the past few weeks, and as shredded as her soul felt, she would not let herself cry. Not here. Not where everyone could see the tears fall.

      The screen lit up and there was Frankie. Grinning. Her knees weakened and her head swam. She quickly wiped her wet cheeks, vowing not to think, not to feel.

      The photo was one Ed, from the paper, had taken when Frankie opened his restoration business a few years ago. Frankie looked so happy. So free. So unlike he had been over the past few months. How had she become so consumed in her own messed up world that she hadn’t noticed how unhappy, how unsatisfied, her best friend had become?

      Liz took to the stage and began chatting about Frankie, sharing gossip and news about his adventure on the TV show that hadn’t reached Mandy. She found herself moving closer to the screen--so close, it felt as though floppy-haired, kind-eyed Frankie was looking right at her.

      Had she ever blown it. What a fool she’d been to take him for granted.

      Jen mentioned something about having to go, as she had a canoe lesson in thirty minutes and Mandy nodded absently.

      The screen lit up with the show’s opening credits and theme music filled the air. How many times had she watched the show with Frankie, leaning against his arm, bingeing on gumdrops? And now he was on the show and she was in the crowd as some girl he used to know. Her chest clenched and she tipped her chin a little higher.

      “We managed to wrangle a few clips from the show as a special sneak peek,” Liz said into the microphone as a clip with a short interview from Frankie started. He looked confident, at ease. A man who was secure and confident in his knowledge of all things cars.

      Her Frankie.

      She was not going to let some other woman stand in her way. Her mind began spinning plans and she lost track of the show until she felt the heat of a thousand stares. She blinked and processed what was on the screen: her.

      Professing her feelings.

      Her body felt as though it had been slammed into a wall. She staggered, not sure whether to duck or run.

      The camera’s microphone had picked up her whispers when she told Frankie there had only ever been a place for him in her heart.

      The camera zoomed in on the pixie-like woman on-screen, the blowtorch in her hands sagging as she stared at on-screen Mandy like she’d just broken some major law of humanity. Mandy the villain; Blowtorch the heroine. It was as though the television producers thought Mandy wanted Frankie now that he was on TV. Superficial. Fake. Not at all like the insecure woman she’d been while standing there, baring her soul to her best friend.

      She lowered her head in shame, her face feeling as though Frankie’s new girlfriend had turned the torch on her. How was she supposed to know he’d hooked up with someone?

      The person beside her wrapped an arm around her shoulder in support and whispered something she couldn’t process.

      She’d been shamed on television. Shamed in the town square.

      She was the shame of Blueberry Springs.

      Again.

      The villain. The bad guy. When all she’d ever wanted was love.
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      Mandy tried ducking out of the square, but every time she got close to the edge of the crowd, someone brought her back into the fold with a gentle tug or a hug. At one point, someone slipped a spiced whiskey in her hand and she’d gladly consumed it, but the drink had done little for her inner turmoil, her abject humiliation. Nobody breathed a word about what had been witnessed on the big screen, just friendly hands gently pressing her from person to person. They were now moving her in the direction of the stage and all she knew was that she didn’t want to go anywhere near front and center unless they were sending her to a secret escape hatch.

      Her feet lifted her up the stairs, any attempts at sliding away foiled by the hands directing her. She sucked in a deep breath and squared her shoulders, even though her heart had been torn into jagged pieces. Her head swam, her vision broken by stars and blackness. The judges, beaming with excitement and pride, handed her a ribbon for first prize.

      “Congratulations Mandy! Eighth year in a row and with a new recipe, no less!”

      Doubt hit her straight in the gut. Was it a pity win? Or were her new brownies just as good as the old ones?

      “Will you be serving these in your new restaurant, Mandy?” asked the main judge.

      Mandy snapped to. “I’m sorry?”

      He licked his lips uncertainly and paused to lean close to the microphone again. “Well…I’d heard you were going to open independently.”

      But…how did he know? Every time she’d tried to mention it people had changed the subject.

      “Yes. That is the…the plan.”

      “So? Will you serve your new brownies?”

      Mandy assumed her businesswoman stance, head held high and back straight, despite her worn out pair of jeans and flip-flops. She hardly looked like someone to trust with a micro business loan. But then again, in her glossy brochures she’d looked like someone else, too. Someone she didn’t much identify with. And what she was wearing right now was certainly more relatable to the Blueberry Springs crowd. She needed every face in this crowd to get behind her. It was time to trust herself. Trust her instincts.

      “As you may have heard,” she said in a low voice and the judge nudged her closer to the microphone and suggested she speak louder. “The chain I was supposed to open--Wrap it Up, a healthy fast-food alternative--is in dire financial trouble. My restaurant, which was supposed to open at the end of the month, will not be opening. It will be seized by the liquidators, along with Frankie’s building.” Her voice caught and she forced herself not to think, just to dictate everything to the crowd. “In six days.”

      She looked at the crowd, who had gasped and begun murmuring.

      “Several other franchisees in our area are in a similar situation. In an attempt to save what Frankie and I have invested, I’ve teamed together with these businesswomen. We’ve developed a plan to get our businesses back so we can continue on, or in my case--” she gave a little smile and a pause “--open my doors, and serve the people we love the best food we can.”

      Her mind went blank. Where was she going with this? Her sales pitch was turning cheesy. She needed to get to the point before she plopped down on the makeshift stage and started bawling.

      She clenched her trembling hands. The crowd already knew she’d failed. They already knew she’d asked Frankie to be hers and had been rejected. What did she have left to lose? Where could she go from here other than up? If she was at least honest with them, they could decide whether to support her or not.

      “I really want to do this. More than anything. You know how much I loved working at Benny’s and I wouldn’t give up working with him for anything that wasn’t dear to my heart. As a waitress at Benny’s--” she pointed to Benny, who was standing close to the front of the crowd “--I loved serving people. I truly enjoyed being able to serve each and every one of you.” She looked to Mary Alice in the crowd, grandkids clustered around her. “After you had a long day in the store, I enjoyed being able to give you a cup of coffee and a piece of Benny’s Chocolate Maven Pie. I felt as though I was able to give something back to you, a woman who has given so much to our community.”

      She blinked back the emotion that was threatening to expose itself. She addressed Sophie, the harried mother who was now expecting number four and straining to keep her young son from storming the stage while her husband held his sister on his shoulders. “Being able to help a tired mom so she could stay on top of at least one thing in her day was gratifying. It might sound cheesy--” she gave a self-deprecating laugh “--and it kind of is! But truthfully, I love to serve people. It’s my way of helping and contributing. And with Wrap it Up, I thought I might be able to do that for you in a new way with menu items that fit a variety of dietary needs. But in my heart--despite the financial issues with the chain--I knew they couldn’t give you what you really wanted. So while Wrap it Up is closing its doors, I’d like to open mine--as a Wrap it Up, but with a Blueberry Springs flair. We franchisees are striving to go independent. If I can raise enough money to pay off my franchise loan, I can save what I’ve already invested as well as Frankie’s building. I want to serve healthy food on the go, keep on catering for Jen’s adventure tours, and have a coffee bar where you can meet up with your family and friends.” She held up her ribbon with pride, realizing that with the freedom of going independent she could now serve what everyone truly wanted--her own award-winning treats. “And enjoy a good brownie.”

      The crowd hooted. She sucked in a deep, shaky breath and glanced at the judge beside her. “But I can’t do it alone.” Her voice lacked the strength it had a moment ago and the crowd grew quiet. “I know I’ve failed so far in trying to open my own place. It’s been hard.” Her voice shook. “Unbelievably hard. I’ve lost a lot.” She paused to gulp air. “And I’ve tried to do it without the help of Blueberry Springs, but the truth is, I need you. I need help.” She looked down at her feet. If only she’d had the courage to say those words to Frankie months ago…

      “And how can we help, Mandy?” the judge prompted.

      She looked out at the town. How could she ask these people who had so little to step up and help make her dream come true? What made her so special?

      “What do you need, Mandy?” he repeated.

      “I need a loan. It’s a lot to ask, I know,” she apologized quickly. “But there’s a website where you can make a micro loan. Even twenty-five dollars can help me open my doors. And I’ll pay every single loan back. With interest.” She held her breath. She’d said it. She’d admitted she needed help. And she was still standing. Albeit on shaky legs, but she was still standing.

      The judge took the microphone. “Mandy will provide Ed with the information you need in order to help her, Blueberry Springs.” He glanced down at Ed, the newspaper’s editor, who was standing by the steps. “Isn’t that right, Ed?”

      “It’ll be on our website in twenty minutes!” he announced, flipping open a small spiral notebook.

      “Okay! Today’s winner!” The judge grabbed Mandy’s hand and raised it high. “And if you want to support this lovely young woman in her new business venture and get your taste buds on these prize-winning brownies, which are simply delectable--” he paused to smile and pat his mouth with a hand “--go to the newspaper’s website and donate to Mandy’s cause! She’s promised us brownies!”

      Dazed, Mandy left the stage amid a plethora of back patting that left her shoulder blades stinging, and wondered what kind of wild ride was in store, now that Blueberry Springs had control of her destiny.
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      The rumble of Frankie’s Harley echoed in the distance, beating an irregular rhythm in Mandy’s chest as she stood outside her maybe-soon-to-be-hers-restaurant-if-she-could-pull-a-donkey-out-of-a-money’s-butt and waited for his motorcycle to roll into view. The prodigal son of Blueberry Springs, the soon-to-be famous Frankie. In the flesh.

      He had two weeks off from the show, according to the rumor mill.

      His bike rumbled up the street, sending vibrations through her legs and making her body taut with yearning. In her fantasies, he saw her, offered his second helmet and took her flying through the mountain passes like old times. They’d stop at a lookout and turn to each other…

      “Is that him?” A group of young women elbowed Mandy out of the way. They were covered from head-to-toe in brand new outdoor gear that Jen must have convinced them was ‘the thing.’ With their prime view of the street, they nudged each other, their attention riveted to the tall, lean man rumbling up Main. Sexy and rugged as ever. Confident. In control. Ready to sweep through the crowd and make one woman feel like the only one on the planet worthy of his attention.

      In the past it had been her--his best friend--and she longed for those days once more. She rose up on her tiptoes in anticipation and watched as he rode up with the wind, his shirtsleeves revealing the Chinese longevity symbol tattooed on his left bicep. She stepped out of the shadows of the building. He might look like a tough alpha with an impenetrable exterior but she knew there was so much more to him that that outer layer. So much more.

      Except…something was off with the way he was riding. His helmet seemed bigger. No, there were two of them. There was a small woman hugging his waist the way she should have been. Mandy closed her eyes as a wave of grief shredded her joyful anticipation. She propped herself against the door to her restaurant, tumbling out of sight as it swung inward.

      She fled to the kitchen area, glad she still had the faded ‘opening soon’ banners tacked to the windows. She bit her knuckle and stared at the empty fridge, concentrating on making her ribcage contract to let out the breath that had become wedged in her chest.

      Fighting the temptation to find out what Blowtorch was doing in town--by yanking her off the back of Frankie’s bike by the collar of her shirt--she snatched her to-do list and worked until her eyes burned, hoping to find a new pain that would divert her from what she was feeling in her heart.
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      Cool drizzle settled on Mandy’s arms, chilling her flesh as she stared through the plate glass window of the parts store, peering around a string of ‘M’s stuck to the window. Her body ached from her night spent dozing in the office of her maybe-restaurant.

      It was Blowtorch. Wearing a parts shirt, her pixie cut making her look as adorable as ever.

      She was working here. In Blueberry Springs.

      With Frankie.

      Her heart began acting unexpectedly unstable.

      Didn’t Blowtorch have a real life somewhere? Away from Frankie? Far, far away from Frankie?

      “Want me to run her out of town?” somebody whispered over Mandy’s shoulder.

      Mandy fumbled the damp package she had tucked against her chest and turned to face Mary Alice.

      “We ran Dr. Leham out of town,” Mary Alice said in a confidential tone that had Mandy imagining the woman knocking a fist into the palm of her hand as she trapped poor outsiders in dark alleys.

      “No you didn’t,” Mandy replied. “He transferred to the city when his contract expired. It was always his plan to leave.”

      Mary Alice faced Mandy, hands on her hips, looking like the kind of person nobody in her right mind would mess with, let alone talk back to. “What that woman is doing is despicable,” she spit. “Just like that Nash-hole nosing into town and honing in on Oz’s fiancée just when he was getting his act back together. Sometimes people need time, not some city person meddling and messing with things. Men just need time.” Mary Alice shook her head and clucked her tongue.

      Mandy scratched her ear and turned back to the window.

      “She’s trying to get Heart out of the store,” Mary Alice grumbled. “That pup is an institution.”

      Mandy felt the earth shift. Wow, Blowtorch was a fast mover. She hadn’t even been here for twenty-four hours and she was already making changes. Mandy was going to have to step up her game or she’d be the one kicked off the curb by the end of the day. Not that she wasn’t already teetering there.

      “Frankie would never let that happen,” Mandy said confidently. “Heart means a lot to him.”

      Mary Alice leaned in. “That girl spells trouble. If we let her succeed, what’s she going to remove next? You?” She gave Mandy a pointed look.

      Mandy sighed. Mary Alice was poking at her worst fears, yes, but it was up to Mandy to be the bigger person and ensure things didn’t get out of hand. If she was going to prove to Frankie that she was ready to be the kind of friend he wanted, the kind he deserved, then she had to be part of the new girlfriend welcoming committee, not the run-her-out committee. It was her turn to patiently wait on the sidelines.

      Man, did it ever suck though. How had Frankie managed the anger and jealousy for so many years? Mandy was ready to freak out and it had only been eighteen hours.

      “I appreciate you looking out for me, Mary Alice,” Mandy said kindly, struggling to rein in her emotions, “But Frankie makes his own choices.”

      Mary Alice continued, “What else is she going to change? Is she going to stop Benny from making the best burger in town?”

      “You from gossiping?” Mandy retorted, crossing her arms.

      Mary Alice laughed appreciatively, her bosom heaving with the effort. “And you from winning the brownie ribbon every year?”

      Mandy felt a shiver dance down her spine and she rolled her shoulders, trying to put herself back at ease. If she was ever going to have a chance with Frankie she had to remain calm, be kind. Be a mature, supportive friend.

      “She’s another Nash Leham,” Mary Alice warned. “She needs to go.”

      Mandy waved her off and headed for the entrance. “Give the poor woman a break,” she said. “She has very good taste in men and if Frankie chose her, then…” Her throat seized. “Then…well, I’m sure she’s very…nice.”

      Mandy hurried to the store’s door, afraid her true emotions were about to start screaming through her flimsy façade.

      “We don’t need a city slicker after Frankie,” Mary Alice called, eyes flashing. “Not when he’s got homegrown hankering after him.”

      Mandy ignored her and pushed her way into the store, knowing it wasn’t time for grand gestures or desperate humiliation. Not yet. But mark her words, if she was going down, she’d be engulfed in flames and kicking and screaming and fighting it all the way.

      Mandy stopped inside the door and shifted from foot to foot, the store’s silence sending creepy crawlies up her back. No radio station declaring the weather. No dog greeting her. Nothing.

      She glanced around, looking for more changes. The shelves were covered in their usual amount of dust and the floor had the grime buildup at the edge of the shelving feet as usual. It looked like Blowtorch couldn’t change everything overnight. Alex called out from behind a large parts catalog, “I was wondering when you’d finally come in.”

      Mandy jumped and squeaked out a babbled reply that didn’t make sense.

      “He’s in the back,” Alex said. “Go on, through, if you’d like.”

      Blowtorch popped out from behind the parts shelves, her expression wary. Mandy gave her a smile and a slight nod of acknowledgement as she passed, gift tucked under her arm.

      Heart, who had been barricaded in one of the rows, unfolded his long legs and gave her a happy bark of hello.

      “There you are, old boy,” Mandy cooed, heading over to pet him. “I was wondering where you were.”

      Blowtorch blocked Mandy, grabbing Heart by the collar so he wouldn’t knock down the board that had him fenced in. “Stay!” she commanded.

      “Oh, it’s okay,” Mandy said. “Heart and I go way back.” She reached over to give Heart a scratch behind the ears, talking to him in a thatta-boy voice that made his tail thump the nearby shelves, sending boxes of bearings skittering across the floor while knocking down his barricade.

      Mandy, receiving ear licks from the dog, laughed as she snatched up the boxes and began placing them back on the shelf.

      “I can do that,” said Blowtorch in a firm voice.

      “That’s okay,” she replied cheerily.

      “I know where they go.”

      Mandy placed the last box on the shelf. “All done. Come on, Heart,” she called, moving between the tall shelves.

      “Heart, stay!” Blowtorch commanded, tugging on the dog’s collar when he tried to follow. “He shouldn’t hassle customers.”

      Mandy clenched her fists to keep from making a scene and forced herself to keep moving toward the back room, leaving the poor dog behind.

      Rounding the corner to the back room, she found Frankie hunched over a box of brake pads. As she drew near, she had to fight the temptation to wrap her arms around him and never let go. Everything about him was so familiar: the grit under his nails, the furrow between his brows and even the way his eyes lit up as he recognized her. Well, for the split second before caution swept it away and he crossed his arms, leaning back and effectively blocking out all hope.

      “Hi.”

      “Hey.” Frankie scratched his forehead with a thumb.

      “Um.” Mandy fidgeted with her necklace, feeling as nervous as if it was the first time she’d summoned the courage to speak to someone she had the hots for. “You looked good on TV. And the car turned out well?”

      “Yeah, real nice. We have some detailing to do, but not for another few weeks.”

      “You must be insanely busy with new jobs.”

      Frankie’s eyes glowed with pride, but he shrugged modestly. “A few. But the show hasn’t aired yet, so…” He shrugged again.

      “That’s good. Maybe you could do restoration and custom mods full time?”

      He turned away, placing the box on a shelf, straightening a few others as he worked his way down the row of returns. “Did you need something?”

      She clutched the wrapped, flat box with both hands and came around to where he was and held out the gift. “Happy birthday.”

      He hesitated for a second before meeting her eyes and accepting the package. “Thanks.” He hefted the gift, contemplating it.

      “Open it.”

      He looked at her and swallowed, almost as if he was considering something. “Right,” he said softly and tore the paper off in one gentle swoop. She’d never been with him on Christmas day but she was pretty sure he surpassed all gift-opening records with his casual, efficient moves. She’d bet his mom used extra tape to foil him. And ribbon. Lots and lots of heavily knotted ribbon. Although, he usually carried a pocketknife so she doubted even knots would slow him down.

      He held out the small picture frame, assessing it. She held her breath as he looked over the uncut sheet of stamps bearing iconic muscle cars. The stamps hadn’t cost much, but figuring out how to mat and frame them in a professional way had. She hoped he understood that she’d thought of him and that he saw beyond the few dollars the gift had cost her.

      Frankie gave her a quick, one-armed hug and said lightly, “Thanks. You always remember.” He shook his head, looking pleased. “I’m going to hang this in my shop.” He looked at it again, holding it out with both hands. “No, in my house.” He gave her a crooked smile and the worry Mandy had been carrying eased.

      They were friends. Maybe not more, but she still had a friend.

      “Remember what?” asked a quiet voice that made Mandy start. She turned to find Blowtorch looking as though she’d just witnessed her boyfriend making out with someone else. Not Frankie sharing a half hug with his longtime best friend.

      Which meant Blowtorch was going to end their friendship or at least, severely cripple it.

      And Mandy didn’t like that one little bit.

      She turned to Blowtorch, forcing herself play nice. “His birthday. I remembered his birthday.”

      Blowtorch shot Frankie a surprised look and Mandy felt a jolt of renewed life. “It’s today,” she added helpfully.

      “Oh.” Blowtorch seemed to shrink slightly and Mandy felt a pang of remorse. She knew how it felt to be the one on the outside. To be the girl who wasn’t quite as close and important to the man in her life as she had hoped or been led to believe. And how much it sucked to be shown that by another woman.

      “Don’t worry,” Mandy said lightly. “He’s never made a big deal about it. He’s weird that way.” She gave Blowtorch an understanding smile, and moved to the door and turned to Frankie. “Are you doing anything special?”

      He’d always made sure he was single for his birthday, as he hated the hoopla as well as the obligatory return fuss over his girlfriend’s ‘big day.’ So it wasn’t so hard to believe he wouldn’t have told a new girlfriend it was his birthday but it did seem odd that she didn’t know.

      “The usual,” Frankie replied. “Supper with my parents.”

      She shot a glance at Blowtorch who was standing with her legs apart as though she was preparing to wrestle a greased pig to the ground. The girl might have a slight build, but Mandy had no doubt the girl could use physics to her advantage.

      Mandy forced a smile and a light voice. “Great. Have a good birthday.”

      She shook her head at her lousy timing as she walked out. Why was she ready to say yes to Frankie now? Why couldn’t it have been a few months ago? Things had flipped so quickly.

      She wished she could get in a time machine and give her old self a severe shake. It must have just about killed Frankie being on the outside end of things for so many years because it sucked. Sucked hard.

      She froze as Frankie called after her, “Talk to your brother.” He leaned out the back room. “He’s been a real jerk since you let him go. Nobody’s been able to hold him.”

      “What do you mean?” She hadn’t seen Ethan in what felt like months.

      “You’re the only one, Mandy.” He met her eyes with a strange sadness and repeated softly, “You’re the one.”
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      Mandy pasted a smile on her face and tried not to sweat or look guilty as she stopped in front of the hardware store. Her movements felt about as natural as Tin Man’s in The Wizard of Oz.

      Frankie’s words had felt like a message.

      She bit her bottom lip, doubting her plan. But how much time did she have? Without a doubt Frankie would be taking Blowtorch--what was her real name anyway?--home tonight to celebrate his birthday with his parents. She was quickly replacing Mandy which meant it was time for the grand gesture, no matter the consequences. If she wanted his love, she was going to have to show him in a way he’d understand exactly how serious she was.

      Her plan was only a little bit illegal and nothing would probably even happen if she did manage to get caught. Straightening, she entered the hardware store and marched to the paint section. A girl could buy paint--especially a business-owning (well, sorta) gal such as herself--without it being an indicator of some evil plan about to be hatched. Right?

      She nodded to herself and carried on.

      She grabbed the closest spray can and turned to go pay for it.

      Halfway to the register, she paused. How much would it cover? She read the back of the canister. Square footage certainly wasn’t helpful. She had no idea how much area she would be covering. She’d better get two cans, just in case. She pivoted on her heel to double back to the shelf and nearly smacked into her mother. Immediately, her face flushed and she hid the paint behind her back before mentally taking the boots to herself for acting like an idiot.

      “Mandy,” her mother said quietly. “What have you got there?”

      “A…a…” She pulled the can around in front of her and tried to act sheepish. “A surprise.”

      Her mom raised her eyebrows. “Oh!” She clasped her hands together after a second. “Are you going to fix my car?”

      Mandy gave her mother a look. Of course she wasn’t going to fix her red fender with spray paint that was--she checked the can--pink. She smiled and gave her mom a quick hug. “Happy Mother’s Day.”

      “You’ve got the wrong color and Mother’s Day was months ago.” Her mom flicked her nails along the various spray cans until she got close to her Impala’s color. “How do we tell if it’s a match?”

      Mandy put the cans back on the shelf and sighed. “You know what? I should talk to Frankie about this.”

      “Good idea. He’s such a smart boy about these things. He was on television and everything.”

      “Uh, assuming he has the time,” Mandy said, shuffling her feet. “He has to finish the episode soon.”

      Her mother patted Mandy’s hand and gave her head a little shake. “You know what?”

      “What?” Mandy asked, her eyes on the paint behind her mother. She needed paint. Without paint, there was no plan. No Frankie.

      “You take after my mother. Everyone says you take after me, but that’s just our hair. You’re so much stronger. You aren’t afraid to speak up and get what you want.” She gave Mandy’s hand a squeeze, looking at her with something she hadn’t seen before: pride. “So strong,” she mused. “And bold like I never was.” She gave a light laugh of astonishment, as if she couldn’t quite believe Mandy was her progeny. “You astound me. Just look at you. All grown up and independent and making your place in the world.” She held Mandy’s hands out at her sides as if they were about to engage in a round of Ring Around the Rosie and looked Mandy up and down. “Always so immaculately dressed. You are so much more than a small town girl. I’m so proud of you, finally seeing that in yourself and making your world open up in front of you.”

      Mandy stared at her mother for a long moment before managing to say, “Thanks.”

      “I’ve never wanted to interfere, Mandy. You get that enough from your father’s wife…”

      Her mother lowered her voice and glanced around, checking for eavesdroppers. She stepped closer to Mandy, which would surely only encourage someone to listen in. “Now, what are you going to do about Frankie?”

      “What do you mean?” Mandy asked, leaning closer despite herself.

      “You two would be good together. Terrific, even!” her mom exclaimed, tossing her hands in the air. “You two need to get over whatever it is you need to get over and--”

      Mandy put out a hand to stop her mother from continuing. She shook her head.

      “Oh.” Her mother nodded slowly. “I see.”

      Mandy crossed her arms and watched the sunlight stream through the store’s front door, clearly a sign that she should step toward the light--and away from this conversation.

      Her mother placed two cans of black spray paint in Mandy’s hands. “Now, go buy your paint.” She turned and trundled down the aisle, trilling a hello to someone in the electrical aisle. Mandy stared at the cans of paint, mouth open.

      So much for being stealthy.

      The teenager at the cash register, Trey, checked the labels and frowned. “What do you need spray paint for? Hasn’t all the painting been done by those city folks?”

      Mandy tried to focus on his lips. Maybe she’d understand what he was saying if she could read his lips.

      “Your restaurant? Whatcha painting?” He took her money, flipping the bills over and lining them up so they all faced the same way.

      “Oh!” She drew in a quick breath, twigging on. “Right! Um, just some projects.” She shot him a wink, trying to distract him, but found she just couldn’t do it. That Mandy was gone.

      “I see.” He shot her a grin, his crooked front tooth jumping out at her. “Oh, I forgot to ask. You wanna buy an M?”

      “An M?” What was this? Wheel of Fortune?

      “Yeah. Oh.” He froze, staring at her as though he’d just told the guest of honor about her surprise party.

      “What are they for?”

      “Well,” Trey shifted uncomfortably, his cheeks pink. “Not sure I was supposed to tell you, but I guess maybe you know? M? For Mandy?”

      She shot him an uncomprehending look.

      “For your restaurant. You need money, right?”

      She nodded slowly, feeling self-conscious and failure-ific.

      “So like, everyone’s raising money for you. You buy an M.” He held up a bright pink paper M from a stack behind the register. “We’re seeing how many Ms we can add to ‘Mandy’s.’ ”

      “What?” She gave an amused laugh.

      “Didn’t you see it in the window?”

      She turned, facing the street. “Oh. My. Blueberry Springs.” They were everywhere. Bright Ms of a zillion different colors raced in a line across the hardware store window, making it say MMMMMMMMMMandy’s. She stepped closer to the glass. All the shops on Main--except hers--had lines of bright, colorful Ms. She blinked back tears, overcome.

      “A dollar an M. It’s so those who don’t have twenty-five bucks can still show their support. Once we get twenty-five Ms, we buy one of those micro loan things. And when you pay it back we’re gonna put the money toward a new roof for the arena. We started this morning. But others started yesterday. We’re trying to get your website’s thermometer to move faster. You’re running out of time, you know.”

      She nodded absently and turned to the window again. All these Ms in less than 48 hours? Wow. Just wow, Blueberry Springs.

      She needed to sit down. She needed to freak out. She needed to cry. She needed to laugh. She needed to hug everyone she saw.

      She flung herself onto Trey and gave him a tight squeeze.

      “I bought ten,” he said in a squeezed out voice. “I can buy more if you want. It’s my comic book money, but I have lots of comics already.”

      “I love you, Trey!”

      “I thought you loved Frankie?” he said.

      “Him, too, Trey. Him, too.”
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      Gripping the cold metal hand rails, a can of spray paint tucked down the back of her turtleneck, Mandy crept up the ladder and into the night. Part way up, she had to pause to catch her breath and allow the dizziness to wane. Thank goodness it was dark enough that she couldn’t see the full depth of her stupidity, nor the full height of the water tower.

      She began climbing again, letting out a crazed laugh. How on earth was she going to open a restaurant from jail? Because surely that’s where she’d be when she got smacked with a fine she wouldn’t be able to pay. Her steps faltered. She should climb back down, save Frankie’s building and then worry about making a gesture he’d understand--a gesture that would speak to the daredevil romantic inside him.

      But her feet began climbing again, propelled by the need to make a statement now. Before it was truly too late.

      She reached the top of the ladder, her arms shaking with adrenaline. On the narrow walkway that went halfway around the tower’s tank, she backed herself against its wall, palms against the freezing metal for support. The slim railing that would likely fail today’s safety laws hadn’t prevented Frankie from falling nearly a decade ago; how would it save her if she needed it? Careful not to look down, she sidestepped into the brisk wind that whipped around the curve of the tower. The wind pushed the clouds away from its cover over the moon and it shone down on her, lighting her way as she eased toward the faded black M-A-N Frankie had sprayed on the light blue tower.

      She was going to finish what he’d started all those years ago and then some. As she glanced at the writing over her shoulder, she realized she was going to have to toss her perfectionist streak over the railing. Not having the reach Frankie had, half her name would be around a foot shorter than the other half.

      With fear scraping at her she shook the spray can, the marble inside jangling through the silent mountain air. She shook it fast and hard and well below the minute long recommendation, wishing there was a quieter way to get the business done. She pivoted on her foot and aimed the spray nozzle at the space after N and committed her first felony.

      Slowly, she sprayed the letters D and Y, then sidestepped to her right to add a heart, which she had to admit looked pretty good despite the shakiness at its top from a combination of nerves and having to reach so high. She shook her hand to work out the cramp and set to work again.

      F-R-A-N

      She completed the downward stroke of the K, then reached up to begin the slanted arm down to its middle when a bright light splashed across her work, making her draw an involuntary horizontal line as she jerked in surprise.

      She spun around in the tight space and her left foot lost its traction on the girding and shot out into nothing, her ribs slamming against the metal railing. She’d never understood how Frankie had missed the railing and plummeted all those years ago, but now she got it. Scrambling like a frightened cat on ice, she spun onto her front and clawed her way back to the wall, breathing hard at her near miss.

      “Take it easy, Mandy,” called a voice.

      Mandy, knees drawn against her chest, glanced up at her unfinished declaration. There was no way she was leaving it this way. She pushed against the tower, sending herself to her feet. Quickly, she corrected the messed up K and added a quick down stroke for an I, ignoring Scott, who was not only her first kiss but also the local police, bellowing for her to stop.

      Four more final brush strokes to create an E and she shakily lowered the can. Scott had grown silent despite his police searchlight still being aimed on her. Checking her surroundings, she realized she was at the end of the walkway, leaning far over the railing, her footing precarious, as she’d completed the final letters. She skittered backward, gasping. She could have gone over.

      “Mandy, come down from there,” said Scott in a low voice that made him sound weary beyond his years. “And next time, when I ask you to stop, please do so.”

      She shielded her eyes, trying to make her way across the walkway, but found her footsteps less than confident. She backed against the tower and slid her way over a few more steps toward the ladder. “Turn off your light!”

      “No can do, Mandy. You’re likely to take off when your feet hit the ground. Plus, I don’t want you falling. This is stupid, Mandy. Stupid.”

      “I can’t see anything. You’re blinding me.”

      The light edged down a few feet so it stopped blinding her, leaving looming shadows instead. Her hands, splayed across the tower, felt sticky. She lifted one. Was she bleeding?

      She groaned and leaned her head back against the tower. Wet paint. Her hair, dangling down her back, would be ruined.

      Turning, she carefully made her way down the ladder, stepping onto the roof of her truck where the ladder ended several feet above ground for safety reasons.

      This was it. The end.

      As her feet hit the grass with a muffled thud the spotlight, having followed her the whole way, remained focused on her truck as Scott clamped a hand on her arm. Anger made his voice tremble as he scolded her. “That was really stupid.”

      Mandy tried to shrug out of his tight grip.

      “I’ve been waiting since you bought the paint. I knew you were going to do this, and I can’t believe I almost missed you.” He shrugged at her questioning look as to why he hadn’t been there sooner and he admitted, “Mom’s meatloaf night.”

      She refrained from saying “I know” and, instead, apologized. “Can you overlook my misdemeanor in the name of love?”

      He let out a bark of laughter. “Nice penmanship, and nice declaration, but no.” He guided her to his police truck, holding out a hand for her spray can.

      Handing it over, Mandy reminded herself that at least she’d managed to finish what Frankie had started.
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      Mandy studied her most serious business suit in the green room mirror. Funny how becoming a criminal suddenly made her business goals that much more intriguing to the press. But on the bright side, she’d be doing the television interview in her own attire rather than a prison jumpsuit seeing as Judge Radcliff had only sentenced her to a whack of community service. She smoothed her imitation Chanel jacket and skirt reminding herself that barfing or passing out weren’t an option today.

      An assistant with more piercings than a tribal warrior mumbled tips and rules at Mandy as he led her to  the studio. He set her in front of hot, bright lights, across from newscaster Russell Peaks, the boyfriend of Blueberry Springs’s own Amber Thompson.

      He grinned at her and perked an eyebrow. “Ready to go?”

      She nodded, not trusting her voice. She took a big swallow of water from the glass beside her and coughed heartily as it went down the wrong way.

      Drowning in studio, live at five!

      A man near the cameras made hand signals and just like that, they were on the air with Russell speaking fluidly and her trying to swallow her coughing fit. “We have Mandy Mattson here in the studio with us today, recently arrested for proclaiming her unrequited love for her childhood crush by trespassing and committing vandalism.”

      The camera moved to Mandy and she felt every single one of her body’s two-hundred-and-six bones bear the tension of her seizing muscles. When he put it that way...

      “Why not simply send a card?” he asked with a smooth smile.

      She stared at the cameras as they focused in. Was she really ready to reveal everything publicly? How could she even consider putting herself back in front of cameras after the way the editors for Frankie’s show had portrayed her?

      What would Frankie think of her being here? She was coming off as desperate--again.

      No, Frankie and her love wasn’t why she was here. The water tower story was just the hook.

      “I did send a card,” she replied finally. “It was just a little larger than average and on town property.”

      Russell tossed his head back and let out a massive laugh, spewing droplets of spittle into the brightly lit air.

      “Touché. Some people say you’re in the midst of a breakdown. That you’re acting out of character after losing your savings as well as your love interest’s inheritance--a building that has been in his family for over eighty years--due to a bad business decision.” He turned to the camera. “With the Wrap it Up chain announcing bankruptcy due to mismanagement and overextension, six franchisees have banded together in an effort to save several of the restaurant’s outlets by going independent. Mandy, who was about to launch her own Wrap it Up in the small town of Blueberry Springs, is one of the owners fighting to survive this devastation. But if she can’t win back her outlet in a matter of days--” he paused dramatically, and Mandy’s heart thumped like a hard rock drummer in her chest “--she risks losing it all. Not only her love interest’s inheritance, but she’ll be holding a grand opening for a business that will never open its doors.”

      Mandy clutched her chair’s armrests. This was not how this interview was supposed to go. She was supposed to be an amazing businesswoman who convinced everyone to donate a couple of bucks and voila, she could open her place. This was the news, not a tabloid. Not a giant pity party.

      “I could lose a lot,” she agreed, swallowing hard as the cameras focused on her again. “My savings, my best friend and his inheritance. My dream of becoming an independent business owner.” She was about to launch into her spiel about people wanting to feel good about the food they ate but Russell interrupted.

      “Word on the street suggests that the chain’s visionary and owner Seth Freedly has been spending a lot of time on his boat and is thinking of hitting the high seas. What do you have to say to that?”

      “He’s a good sailor. However, as I was saying, I and five other franchisees are fighting back against losing our investments and livelihoods by raising funds to go independent through micro business loans. Any of your viewers can help us by visiting our Wrap-it-Up Goes Indie website and earning interest on as little as a twenty-five dollar loan.” She went on to elaborate on the micro loan plan despite Russell looking peeved that she’d taken over the show and wasn’t letting him get a word in edgewise. Any second and he’d be making a slicing motion across his neck to the camera crew.

      When she finished, ensuring she smiled confidently to the camera, Russell, with teeth gritted, asked politely, “Where do you go from here, Mandy?”

      She paused, brainstorming a sound bite that would also appease Russell. “Find a way to get the man of my dreams to take my advances seriously while staying out of jail so I can continue to follow my dreams.”
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      Mandy stood uncertainly on the water tower’s metal grating, paint can in hand. She gazed at the expanse of cold metal stretching upward and around. Repainting the tower was beyond a big job. It was right next door to this-is-gonna-take-forever, but still better than going to jail.

      The faded black letters Frankie had painted all those years ago followed by her brighter ones waited to be covered with a shade of industrial blue. She sighed and poured paint into the waiting tray, the fumes making her head spin, and dipped her pristine roller. She rolled it back and forth, watching the fuzzy peach color be consumed by aquamarine. She raised her arm to the letters and paused, thinking about how she’d failed. Failed to get Frankie to notice her. Failed to get a big enough influx of cash for her business despite all the Ms around town. She touched the roller to the letters and pushed it up, covering part of the F. In two days the liquidators would march in and seize everything close to Wrap it Up meaning she’d lose Frankie’s building unless she could convince Seth to give up her outlet for next to nothing--compared to what it could have been worth.

      “I thought you’d leave that until last,” came a voice, along with the clang of footsteps on the metal walkway.

      Mandy whirled and stepped back, just about flinging her roller over the edge of the railing in surprise. She grabbed the railing, steadying herself.

      “I can’t believe they saddled you with the whole tower.” Frankie crossed his arms and shook his head, leaning over to poke at the rust spots peeking through the faded paint. “The funding for civic repairs must be down. I only had to do a couple hours of community service and none of it up here.”

      “They’re paying for the paint,” she managed to choke out. What was it about being up here with Frankie that made her heart gallop and her mind refuse to chug forward?

      “Of course they are. Paint’s the easy part.” He took the roller from her hand and covered the F. “Rolls on nice, though. Glad they didn’t cheap out and make the job harder on you.” He leaned down and put more paint onto the roller, his broad shoulders moving with the action. Without a word he began working his way to the right, erasing their ill-timed devotion to each other.

      After a few minutes he said, “I sent Justice home.”

      “Who?”

      Frankie continued his work, small specks of paint flicking onto his tanned face when he loaded the roller with too much paint. She watched for a moment, trying to puzzle out who Justice was.

      Then it hit her. Blowtorch. He sent her home!

      Why? Did that mean…? Was he…? Was she…?

      Argh! Men.

      Remembering she had an extra roller in her backpack, she refilled the tray with paint and began covering the lower section, following Frankie quickly, not caring if the paint job was less than perfect. It wasn’t like anyone from down below would be able to tell. Plus, she wanted to stay close to Frankie in case he muttered something good.

      The chilly late August mountain wind whipped through her and she kept her free hand tucked in her armpit as she crept along, working in the shadow of Frankie’s silence, her mind whirling with questions. Why had their relationship failed? Did he break up with Blowtorch so he could be with her? And him coming to help--what did that mean? And why was he persistently covering their graffiti first?

      “How on earth are you going to do the topside and underside of the tower?” Frankie asked, breaking the silence.

      Mandy explained the scaffolding they’d promised to set up.

      “You’re not trained to use that kind of equipment,” he protested, his nose and cheeks rosy from the cold.

      “I am now,” she said with a sigh. She knew more about scaffolding and painting than she had ever wanted to know.

      “This is ridiculous. You’ll never get this done before it gets too cold. I mean, look at you and fall hasn’t even hit yet.”

      She shrugged helplessly.

      “How are you going to earn any money when you’re up here slaving away? This is a full-time job. And what about your restaurant? You don’t have time for this. You have, what? Three days until your deadline?”

      “Two,” she whispered.

      “Two.” He let out a sound of disbelief, shaking his head, rolling the paint on even faster.

      Mandy kept her head down, emotion zinging through her at his concern. She clung to a thin strand of hope that everything would still somehow work out. Even though instead of opening a restaurant, she was painting a tower. And instead of Frankie holding her in his arms, she was working with him to erase their proclamation. And instead of saving his building, she was two days away from losing it.

      She didn’t know if she was brave or disillusioned having so much hope.

      Frankie placed his roller in the tray and took hers, adding it to the tray. He held her hands and she shivered as his warmth overtook her and he got that familiar look of warm gooeyness that used to scare her. She rolled up onto the tips of her toes, hoping he’d take that look in his eyes and put it to good.

      “Friends again, Miss M?” he asked, dropping her hands.

      Her heart tumbled into a pit of disappointment, her stomach pile-driving it as it sunk along with it.

      Friends? Seriously? After all of this?

      She sighed with resignation. At the end of the day, she was lucky to still have him. “Of course we’re friends.” She pulled him into an embrace and leaned back to watch him. “Why did you send Justice home?”
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      Mandy shifted in her chair in the lawyer’s office and stared across the truck-sized table at Seth. She tucked a strand of hair still coated in black paint behind her ear and tried to get Seth to meet her in the eye. She shook her head, unable to wrap her mind around how someone who had seemed decent could pull her into such a financial disaster and not care. He’d believed her to be rich enough to be unaffected by his betrayals, to not bother to take him head on.

      It looked as though they had both been wrong.

      She breathed in the room’s new carpet smell and placed her hands flat on the cool table. She was going to nail his balls to the wall and never, ever let herself be that desperate for anything again in her life.

      Other than Frankie, of course. Frankie was different.

      That tight-lipped man who had stayed up on the tower with her until darkness had fallen, not once explaining a thing about Justice and why he’d sent her packing. The rumor she’d heard since was that he’d brought her to Blueberry Springs because she’d claimed nobody would hire a female parts person. Frankie, convinced that Alex would give her a fair shot, had brought her home. But despite her training she hadn’t fit in and had made enough frustrating mistakes that Frankie had sent her away before Alex would have the uncomfortable job of pulling the plug.

      But it still didn’t answer the questions that really mattered such as: Did Frankie and Blowtorch have a romantic falling out, too? Or were they still together and doing a long-distance relationship? Was that why Frankie had ignored Mandy’s overtures?

      He hadn’t even uttered a thing about what she’d said on the set about being in love with him. And he hadn’t breathed word that he knew about her talking about him on W7 during her news interview, either. Nothing about her painting their names on the tower.

      Had he helped paint the tower in an attempt to erase her love? Making certain they were ever only friends who had never even considered becoming something more? Or was he simply the kind of guy who liked to chase and not be chased?

      Or was it about his relationship with Justice?

      Mandy snapped her focus back to the man across the table from her. She needed to worry about one problem at a time. Beside her, John nodded. It was time for Seth to deal with the consequences of his actions.

      Without even a ‘How are you?’ John launched straight to business in a way that made Mandy’s pocketbook rejoice. “My client has the funds to pay back her franchise loan and is offering to purchase the Blueberry Springs restaurant--if we can even call it that--for this amount.”

      He slid a piece of paper across the table just like they did in the movies.

      Only Mandy knew there were significantly fewer zeroes than anyone in the room was expecting.

      Seth’s lawyer peeked at the number and immediately began to protest, saying the restaurant was brand new and worth considerably more.

      “Your client was in breach of contract before declaring bankruptcy and has failed to fulfill his part of the deal. She doesn’t have a brand new restaurant. She has a forty-two percent renovated space and precious little Wrap it Up equipment. She is about to lose her assets because of your client’s neglect. If you’d rather we sue than cut a deal, that’s fine. We can do that, as well as attempt to buy out your client. So the choice is yours. You can try and fill your bucket from a dry creek.” He gestured to Mandy. “Or you can ask your client to get off his ego and man up. Accept her offer and act like the man of honor we all know him to be.”

      Oh, yeah. She had the best lawyer on the planet. She refrained from grinning and narrowed her eyes.

      John closed his file folder and pushed away from the table. Panic heated Mandy’s cheeks. No. No! He couldn’t just walk away! Didn’t he know how negotiations went? Give, take, compromise? Wasn’t that what he’d told her?

      John shot her a look and she forced her chair back as if she was about to leave as well. He’d told her going in that she had to follow his lead. No matter what. Unified front.

      Unified in their quest to flush her dreams down the toilet, apparently.

      Mandy closed her eyes. She trusted him, right?

      He’d been good to her so far and had looked out for her interests.

      But this? This was hard.

      She just about bit her knuckle in anguish, but Seth’s lawyer let out a resigned sigh as she collected her belongings.

      John, his chair still pushed out, half turned to the lawyer and said, “You know this is a fair offer that will help your client pay his debts.” John shot Seth a look. His look turned hard and Mandy watched in awe as Seth paled. John--gentle John--was a man not to be trifled with. She would so hook her mom up with this guy if he wasn’t already married.

      “Filing a flight risk claim was a bit much, don't you think, John?” asked Seth’s lawyer, his voice edged with anger.

      Mandy was glad she was waiting near the door because the way the men were staring each other down was making her fear they’d suddenly launch themselves across the table, all elbows, fists, and flying feet.

      John merely raised a brow and stated dryly, “A yacht loaded and ready with a hired crew? I think not.” He buttoned his suit jacket, nodding to the door. “Mandy?”

      She opened it, just about stumbling in her heels in her haste to escape the room’s tension that had swelled up like a giant wave.

      “You have our offer,” John said. “We’ll be in the foyer having coffee for the next five minutes if you want to discuss our terms.” He closed the door and, with a hand on Mandy’s lower back, quickly ushered her away from the room. By the time they reached the end of the narrow hall, the door to the conference room creaked open. Mandy’s steps faltered but John, with an insistent hand, pushed her around the corner, whispering, “Make them chase us.”

      Seth’s lawyer called out in a pained voice, “John, wait. My client--he wants to discuss your offer.”

      Without turning around, Mandy knew they had Seth exactly where John promised he’d get him.
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      Mandy ‘Good morning’d her way down Main Street, ducking into John’s office just before she’d have to stop and chat with Mary Alice. Her back to the closed door, she breathed a sigh of relief at not having to explain one more time that she still didn’t know if everything was going to fall into place in order for her to open her doors as an independent. And with less than eight hours until her buyout deadline. Yeah, no stress there.

      She picked at a blob of aquamarine paint stuck to her wrist as she hung up her jacket, still completely overwhelmed by the way family and friends had climbed up the scaffolding for the past several days to lend a hand, leaving the town with a freshly painted tower and Mandy free to get back to business. Well, at least to see if she even had one.

      “Did you hear back from Seth’s lawyers?” Mandy asked, walking into John’s office. Apprehension swirled inside her.

      “Sure did.” John grinned at her and swiveled in his chair to grab a file folder off the ledge behind him. “I think you’ll be pleased with what was sent over.”

      Grinning, he laid the papers in front of them. Her focus went straight to the bottom line and she hunched in her chair. She tucked her hands between her knees and stared at the numbers swimming in front of her. Everyone in town had been amazing and helped her raise the amount she needed to save Frankie’s building and even buy out the restaurant within the short time frame, but still…it was a lot of money. A lot she’d have to pay back.

      “You don’t look pleased. What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just…”

      John tugged the paper out of reach. “What?”

      She pushed her chair away and shook her head. It was too much. There was nothing independent about what she was doing. It was one thing to accept help from others and something else to have everyone pay your way--even if you promised to pay them back--after you mess it all up the first time. And she still didn’t know if she’d be able to open her doors. She still lacked equipment and the resources to buy what she needed--even with money still coming in from the Ms.

      “Did the others sign?” she asked after a pause.

      He nodded. “Every franchisee is good to go. You’re the last one.”

      They sat in silence for a moment.

      “I’ll give you a few minutes,” John said, pushing back his chair. “This is a big decision.” He left the room, leaving her alone.

      If she signed, she was going to be more independent than she was probably ready to be. No higher-up would be dealing with her accounting, marketing, training, or supplies. The women had all decided they’d pretty much run their businesses independently, just have meetings once a month to discuss the chain’s brand, promotions, and other such things that tied them together. If Mandy signed, she’d basically be an independent business owner. And she didn’t know squat about business.

      But if she didn’t sign, she’d lose everything she’d already put on the line. She’d be someone who chickened out after asking and receiving what she needed in order to pursue her dream.

      She’d never be forgiven. By herself, by the town, or by Frankie. She’d already had a taste of that and it wasn’t something she wanted to live with again.

      Without this deal, she’d have nothing. No money, no job, no friends.

      She pulled the contract closer and considered it. They were her terms with a few reasonable adjustments. But it was going to be a lot of work and a lot of stress.

      She needed to stop thinking and worrying, needed to just shut her eyes and step off the cliff.

      “John?” she called, excitement renewing itself.

      “Yes?” He popped his head around the corner.

      “Let’s do this.”
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      Mandy stood outside Frankie’s building and frowned at the bored looking delivery man.

      “Sorry? Can you repeat that?” she asked, cocking her head.

      “Sign here,” he insisted, pushing an electronic gadget toward her, sending a waft of body odor in her direction.

      She placed her hands on her hips and studied him as though staring at him would help make sense of things. Because this made absolutely no sense. Why was everything she needed to open her own Wrap it Up here now? She hadn’t paid for these things. She was officially independent. Wrap it Up owed her nothing.

      She read through the itemized delivery list once again. Menu boards to tables to kitchen equipment. It was everything she’d ordered through Seth months ago and had been consistently delayed.

      “No charge for delivery,” he said, thrusting the gadget at her again.

      “But who sent it?” She looked at the labels on the boxes he’d lined up outside her restaurant. Her name. Her address. Nothing else. It was like a restaurant fairy had made a drop-off. But this big, burly man with a serious B.O. problem was definitely not a fairy.

      The man sighed and punched buttons on his tablet. “As I said…” He turned the tablet to face her. “Wrap it Up. Did you need to inspect before you sign? I have other deliveries to make.” His impatience only exasperated her more.

      Shaking her head she signed for the delivery because at the end of the day, she needed these things to open a Wrap it Up. She’d take it and deal with paying for it later.

      Stepping back she allowed the man to wheel the boxes into her building while she pulled her ringing cell phone from her pocket. If these new items didn’t get seized by Seth’s liquidators she’d be up and running by Blueberry Cruise’s show and shine which would result in tremendous foot traffic right outside her door--an awesome time to have a grand opening and only a few weeks past her original opening date.

      She gave thanks to the heavens and grinned at her phone as she said, “Hello?”

      “Did you get my gift?” asked a voice.

      “Sorry? I think you have the wrong number.”

      “The equipment?”

      “Seth?”

      “It should all be there. Everything you need to open.”

      “But I didn’t pay--”

      “It’s covered.”

      “But it was taken off the new contract. If I have it now…” She gripped her temples with a thumb and index finger.

      “It’s all taken care of,” Seth said firmly as she ripped open the closest box. “A little grand opening gift from me. Good luck.”

      “Wait!” She gawked at the branded materials. “I thought everything was seized?”

      “I’ve always liked you, Mandy. And you’ll soon learn there are a million ways to do business and sometimes things aren’t as they appear. Be good to yourself. Stay the way you are and you’ll do fine. Trust that gut of yours.”

      Mandy slowly ended the call. Things were not as they appeared all right. Seth, the so-called bad guy, had just come through for her. Big time.

      Maybe he was really the good guy she’d thought he was. Either way, she owed him for the last minute bailout. She tapped her chin with her phone. Strangely enough, the idea of having no way of paying him back didn’t bother her as much as she’d thought it would. Maybe it was all the anguish he’d wrung out of her over the past few months.

      Shrugging, she hummed to herself as she opened more boxes. She had a whole lot of exciting work to do.

      And hour later she looked at the dent she’d made in the stacks of boxes. She was going to need bodies. Lots of them. Lots and lots of them. Which meant she was going to have to ask for help. Again.

      Smiling, she locked up and walked the few blocks to her parents’ house, hoping to find Ethan bored and unemployed. Instead, she found her oldest brother, Devon, hanging on the front step, sweaty and looking pissed off as he retied his laces.

      “What are you up to?” she asked.

      “Running.”

      “Is Ethan here?”

      “Why do you want to talk to that moody so-and-so?” He pulled his laces so tight Mandy winced. “In case you didn’t notice, he’s in a wheelchair and doesn’t want to buy your truck. Nobody does.” He stood and narrowed his eyes. “And do you have any idea how bad that truck is on the environment? You burn at least twice the fossil fuels as I do--”

      “And your tiny little Honda--which, I might add, can’t get through the mountain passes in the winter unless you follow me--is so much better?”

      “Shut up. Last winter was really bad.”

      Mandy grinned. She was never going to let him live that one down. Ever.

      “So?” she asked. “Is he here? I want to give him my catering stuff so I can get my restaurant in order. I have everything I need to open by cruise night.”

      Her brother looked up. “You’re going to do it? I thought the idea was a goner.” He gave a little shrug. “And my money.”

      “Your money?”

      “That loan thing.”

      “Oh.” Wow. Okay. This was awkward. “Uh, thanks, but I am opening and I will pay you back. With interest.”

      “Yeah, well, whatever. Moody pants is out back.” He jabbed a thumb toward the backyard and took off at a slow jog. “Let me know if you need any help.”

      “Thanks. I will. Need help, that is. Soon.”

      She unlatched the gate and entered the backyard. Ethan was lounging on the back patio, sipping a Coke as though he had the world in the palm of his hand. However, a closer look told her to tread lightly.

      “Hey,” she said, taking the chair beside his wheelchair.

      “Hey,” he grudgingly replied.

      “Still mad at me?” she asked in surprise. It had been ages since they’d had their tiff.

      “You freaking fired me. And Devon’s been riding me about being moody ever since. He doesn’t know what it’s like to be stuck in this thing.” He gave the wheels of his chair a shake. “He’s out training for a marathon when I’d give anything just to be able to walk.”

      Mandy sat silently, letting his temper wane.

      “It’s not fair, is it?”

      “No, it isn’t!” her brother exploded.

      “And if I recall correctly, just…you know…talking about fairness and all…you were the one who quit.” She raised an eyebrow, knowing she was playing pretty close to the line.

      Ethan watched her for a second before giving her a grumpy, “Whatever.”

      “I need your help.”

      “I said, whatever.” He rolled his chair away from her, trying to end the conversation.

      She hated herself for doing it, but she pivoted the chair back to face her. “I came by to see if you wanted a job. If you wanted to explore your culinary prowess on your own terms this time. I’m looking for someone to take over catering Jen’s excursions.”

      Her brother watched her, wary.

      “Your terms. Your menu.” She swallowed hard and released his chair.

      He eased his chair back. “We didn’t exactly work well together last time we tried this, you know. And Jen might not need meals now that fall is coming.”

      “She will. She does snowshoeing trips and stuff like that in the winter. But the point I’m making is that there would be more freedom for you to put our own Blueberry Springs twist on it this time. Be your own boss. If you want, you can use my kitchen and my bulk buying power.” She waited a few seconds to let him consider the offer. “We both had a lot going on last time and I hope we can try working together again.” Swallowing her pride, she added, “I can’t do it all on my own.”

      “Is that an apology?”

      “Yes.”

      “That was a horrible apology.”

      “I’m new to it. Do you accept it?”

      “I’m not a charity case, you know.” He set his jaw, his head held high.

      Mandy couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, I am!”

      “Technically, you have to pay everyone back, space cadet.”

      Mandy laughed until tears sprang to her eyes. “You know how long I’m going to be in debt?” She groaned and wiped her eyes. “This really had better work out.”

      “I can start tomorrow.” He pointed at her with a finger. “But my terms. And I know exactly how much you need me in there.”

      She pointed back. “If you don’t wash your hands and wear a hairnet, you are so out of there. And you can’t leave me hanging. I need two weeks notice if you bail or I’ll never buy you a birthday gift ever again.”

      “Come on that’s unreasonable.”

      “I’m serious. No leaving me hanging.”

      Ethan slowly reached out to shake her hand. “Well, little sis. It looks like we have ourselves a deal. Just don’t ever treat me like an invalid and I won’t have to release cockroaches in your dining area.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!”

      For the first time in years, she saw that playful glimmer return to his eyes.
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      “Okay, just over a bit. No! Just a bit! There. Perfect. Now stop touching it!” Mandy tried to hold her patience. Her brothers were messing with her and she knew it. But it had been a very long and very, very early morning of getting everything in place for the grand opening and she’d about had it with their shenanigans. It so wasn’t funny anymore.

      Just thinking about her grand opening had her bending over and breathing deeply so the room would stop spinning. An hour. In an hour, her place would be filled--she hoped.

      “You know what?” Ethan said from his wheelchair, leaning forward, hand propped in his chin. He angled his head slightly to the right. “I think it’s still crooked.” Devon shot him a wicked grin.

      “Shut up. It’s fine.” Nudging Devon out of the way, Mandy climbed the ladder and smacked a level down on top of the specials chalkboard Liz had slipped her from the hardware shop’s old storeroom.

      “No, really,” Ethan insisted. “I think it’s a bit off.”

      “You’re a bit off,” she said, pointing the level at him. Its little bubble was right in the middle where it was supposed to be. Level! “I’m about to go snap show on you if you don’t stop it.”

      She climbed down the ladder and stood beside her brother studying the board nailed to the wall above the coffee counter. “See? It’s…nooooo!” She threw the level on the ground and gripped her hair in frustration.

      “Look,” pointed out Devon, finally taking pity on her, “the ceiling is sloped. It only makes it look off level.”

      “I have bigger things to worry about than whether my specials board looks crooked,” she grumbled, heading for the kitchen.

      She checked her list and breathed through the edge of her mood. How was she going to enjoy her grand opening when she felt nothing but panic? And where was Frankie? If they were back to being friends, shouldn’t he be here cracking jokes and putting her at ease? Sure, Blueberry Cruise was a good excuse for him not to be here, but still. He’d promised.

      Forget it. If she couldn’t have a dose of Frankie to calm her, she’d go for the next best thing. She grabbed the bottle of whiskey she used for her whiskey brownies and sloshed a bit into a paper cup. If there was one thing that would take the Ginsu edge off her mood, it was a shot of spiced whiskey.

      Ethan rolled in and, pointedly donning gloves, began arranging sample trays. Mandy entered the front room and knocked a couple of ice cubes into her cup from the drink dispenser along with a splash or two of Coke. Looking through to the front windows, she saw a stylish restored Bentley parked out front, right beside a 1970s Camaro. And lots of people milling outside on the sidewalk as the show and shine got into full swing. Lots of people who would get hungry and thirsty over the course of the warm fall day. Oh man, there was that spinning sensation again. Clutching the counter for support, she knocked back her drink.

      She blinked a few times, gasping at the whiskey’s sting. What was she thinking? Drinking before her opening? She ducked into the tiny office off the kitchen and dug through her purse for mints. She shoved a handful of Tic Tacs in her mouth and chewed hard. The small room’s purple color suddenly felt much too optimistic.

      When she was sure her breath was okay, she barreled out of the office in seek of her to do list. Sensing something had changed, she spun on her heel and halted, almost losing her balance.

      Frankie stood tall in a button-down shirt and faded jeans. Her knees went all Jell-Oey and the amount of oxygen in the room seemed to suddenly diminish significantly.

      The hungry look in his eyes--the one he used to mask as soon as she noticed it--was there. Unmasked. No hiding. No protection.

      She took a step toward him and he shot her a soft grin, exposing all those wonderful white chompers.

      He took a step forward, his hands running up her arms and making her body tremble. She forced herself to remain rigid so she wouldn’t tumble into his arms and make a fool of herself. Despite that fiery look in his eyes, they were still only friends. He knew where she wanted things to go. It was his move. “I can think of much better ways to take the edge off that won’t leave a telltale scent on your breath.”

      If he was insinuating what she thought he was, she was going to pass out and miss it all.

      “Then how should I chill out?” she teased, her voice breathless. She sure hoped he was going to suggest something involving his body. Shirtless.

      He tugged her into her office, shutting the door behind her. She tilted her head back to look at him, her mind failing to succeed in reminding her body to cool it. The longer she got lost in Frankie’s heated gaze, the more items that fell off her mental to do list. That was, everything but Frankie. He seemed to be right at the top of that list.

      He reached out to give her chin a gentle nudge. “You did it, huh?” But instead of his knuckle gliding off her chin with his mock hit, his fingers gently ran the length of her jaw until they became tangled in the hair at the nape of her neck.

      Inadvertently, she sighed and sagged toward him as tingles took over. Catching herself, she pulled back.

      Frankie eased closer, trapping her in the tight space between the filing cabinet and doorframe. He rested a hand on top of the helium canister for the balloons she’s be putting up when she had a moment. Frankie’s dark eyes sent her soul calming messages and left her feeling relaxed and safe. Loved. Forgiven.

      And maybe they were asking questions, too.

      She gently placed a finger over the soul patch below his lip, testing its softness. He was well worth the risk. Always had been. She would take whatever he was willing to give and she wouldn’t know what that was unless she stepped in and accepted. Showed him she was serious, not playing games.

      She still wanted him every bit as much as she had a month ago. Years ago. Only now she wasn’t hiding.

      Wrapping her arms around his waist she leaned her head against his chest. His heart throbbed against her.

      “I love you, Frankie,” she whispered. She froze, her eyes flying open.

      Uh, oh. That was out loud.

      She’d told herself she wasn’t going to push it. She was going to…

      Oh, what did it matter, anyway? She’d painted her feelings on the town’s tower and she’d told him straight out how she felt on national television and then also announced her intentions on the local news for good measure.

      He may have pretended he hadn’t heard the news, but the fact that he was here right now meant he knew she loved him and hadn’t been looking for a life raft. She’d been finally looking for love.

      She tipped her head back to see his reaction and suddenly his lips were upon hers, pressing close as he kissed her long and hard. His hand slipped up the back of her shirt and every touch against her skin sent lightning through her veins. They butted up against the filing cabinet and he suddenly upped the intensity, as though his revving engine had finally been released at the starting line after so many years.

      Every emotion they’d experienced over the past few months crashed into their kisses as they hit the floor, Frankie on top of her, pinning her while cranking up the heat. She moaned and pushed her hands under his shirt, her fingers roaming every back muscle as though she was deciphering an urgent braille message. Every muscle she’d pretended not to admire over the years was inventoried as they moved, their lips tightly sealed together.

      This was what she had been missing.

      Right there on the cold tile floor, she promised herself she would never miss an instant of this between now and the end of her life. No matter what. Returning the love of her best friend was the only reward she’d ever truly been seeking. He was the man who could help her through anything. He was the one.

      The one.
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      Mandy handed out another balloon and grinned. She couldn’t help it. Her lips felt as though they’d swelled to twice their normal size, prompting Mary Alice to frown and squint before asking if she’d undergone lip enhancement surgery. She’d kept it up until she’d caught a glimpse of Frankie grinning from his spot by the sample table. Mandy had simply beamed like the fool she was.

      A lovesick fool.

      She shot Frankie a wink, which he returned with a smile. Trying not to be such a sap, she handed out another balloon and invited a family to try some samples. Less than two hours in and they were already running low. But people were actually purchasing items off the menu, too, and Benny, bless his heart, had sent Gloria over to help run food out to tables.

      She could already see what Wrap it Up would become here in Blueberry Springs and how she would convince the other franchisees that this was the way to go--a blend between what Wrap it Up had been and a regular restaurant with wait staff and coffee bars with treats. A hybrid.

      Frankie sidled over and, grabbing her around the waist, pulled her in for a long kiss. The restaurant cheered and a few customers clinked plastic forks against their cups as if they were at a wedding reception. Mandy blushed and smiled at her boyfriend. They hadn’t discussed it, but she knew they were already far more than exclusive and that things would continue to heat up between them. It had only been a few hours that they’d officially been an item, but it was already different than it had been with anyone else she’d ever been with.

      She couldn’t wait to close up for the night and see where the future took them.

      Her brother wheeled up and whispered, “We’re out of brownies.”

      “Good. People will have something to come back for.”

      “The brownies are all gone?” Benny asked, coming closer. “Huh. Well, it looks like you’ve got a hit on your hands--and I don’t just mean the brownies.” He raised his brows at the full room of bustling, happy eaters. “This place is what the town needs, especially with all these youngsters coming in to enjoy the outdoors. You’ll do well.” He rocked back on his heels and frowned in thought. “I may have to build an apartment building for all these youngsters to live in.” He turned, catching John by the arm and immediately began discussing how to amend zoning bylaws.

      Her heart skipped half a beat when she realized the next people waiting to talk to her and offer congratulations were Oz and Beth. Beth was cradling her barely rounded out midsection with a cupped hand and beaming like a crazy fool.

      Man, life happened fast.

      But I guess if you knew, you knew. She used to hate that reply when she’d ask people how they knew if it was true love: You just know. But now she understood. Completely.

      Beth and Oz reached out at the same time to give her a double hug. “Congratulations,” Mandy said to Beth. “You’re going to be an awesome mom.”

      Beth blushed, looking immensely pleased to be expecting. “Thank you.”

      They watched each other for a second and suddenly the tension that they’d been carrying between them for  years dissipated. They shared a soft smile of understanding. They might never be best friends, but Mandy knew they were no longer enemies.

      “I’m happy for you two,” Beth whispered in Mandy’s ear. “He’s always been so crazy about you.”

      Mary Alice pulled Beth away to chat about morning sickness remedies and Mandy felt relieved. It was one thing to drop the gloves, and quite another to start talking about the men in their lives.

      Out on the street vintage cars began a slow cruise up and down Main, honking and waving at the spectators. A success outside. A success inside.

      Frankie pulled Mandy back into his arms. “I heard Ed bought thirty tickets for the whiskey and gumdrop brownies raffle. He’s desperate for a whole tray of those things.”

      Thank goodness. She was worried her little prize for Blueberry Cruise would go unnoticed, unwanted. It looked like she was wrong, once again.

      Mandy laughed. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask… Who was that blowtorch girl, anyway?”

      Frankie frowned in confusion.

      “Sorry, I mean Justice.”

      “Nothing,” Frankie said, a glint in his eye. “Why? Were you jealous?”

      Mandy felt her cheeks burn. “Maybe. A little bit. Okay, a whole lot.” She gave Frankie a playful shove and he pulled her closer.

      “She was just a woman who needed a break. I may have let people think there was something between us, but there never was. At least not from my side.”

      He snuggled her close, brushing his lips against hers. “Mmm. Did I ever tell you how good you smell with the scent of food in your hair?”

      Shivers raced down her spine and the glee inside threatened to erupt like a dropped can of beer. When life was good, it was good. “Are you trying to change the subject?” she asked.

      “No, just admiring how delectable you are. If I was going to try and distract you with a subject change I’d tell you I loved you.”

      “And do you?” she asked, lifting her face so she could see him better.

      He chuckled, pinning her against his firm chest, as he whispered in her ear, “I’ve been here all along, Mandy, loving you every single day.”

      “I like the sound of that,” she said, warmth flooding her system.

      “And I don’t plan to ever stop.”

      She grinned like a fool and planted her lips against his.

      “Be good to her, man,” Devon said as he walked by.

      Laughing, Mandy tossed a crumpled napkin off a nearby table at his retreating form. “I’m not fluff!”

      “Oh,” he said, grinning as he caught the napkin, “and by the way, Dad is wondering if he can change out one of the fluorescents. The bulb is flickering.”

      “Tell him he can help me later. My insurance won’t cover him falling off a ladder in an overcrowded building.”

      Frankie opened his mouth to speak and Mandy gave him a kiss to shut him up. Enough already. Less talk, more action. It was all green lights from here on out and she was ready to see where the road took them.

      Devon, tucking his guitar under his arm, began strumming at the checkout counter and Frankie swayed Mandy from side to side. “You know, we have a lot of time to make up for as a couple.”

      Mandy felt her cheeks heat, the fire flowing to the rest of her body. “Do we?” she asked coyly.

      He nuzzled her neck and said, “We do.”

      “Then I think we’d better start as soon as possible.” She gave him a deep kiss amidst more hoots and cheers.
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      With her place closed up for the night, Mandy held Frankie’s hand as they walked down Main Street, all signs of Mandy’s grand opening and the debut Blueberry Cruise whisked away. Despite Mandy’s exhaustion, she was exhilarated. Everything she wanted was right here in Blueberry Springs and the knowledge put a bounce in her step she was certain would be there for some time.

      Everything had worked out perfectly. She had her own restaurant, but most of all she’d learned to let go and let others help. Without doing that she wouldn’t have had the successful grand opening that she’d had. And, most importantly, she might not have Frankie.

      And although he had to return to finish up the television show, the editors, who had come to Blueberry Springs to catch some footage of Frankie running parts of the Blueberry Cruise, had decided to reframe the footage they’d taken of Frankie’s best-friend-turned-girlfriend (yeah, that would be her) whispering her feelings on the show. When the episode aired in December she’d no longer be the villain but the heroine in a fledgling off-screen romance. They’d even requested to catch some footage of Mandy and Frankie kissing a few times in front of the souped-up, restored cars lining Main Street.

      But most of all, she had the love of her best friend and couldn’t wait to make the most of what was sure to be a long time together.

      She turned to Frankie as he drew her close, clasping both of her hands in his, raising them to his lips. “You smell good, Miss M.”

      She laughed lightly. “Did I ever tell you how much I love it when you call me that?”

      “I know everything about you.” He lightly kissed her knuckles. “Everything.”

      “No, you don’t. Not yet.” She gave him a wicked smile and drew him toward her waiting apartment. “But you soon will.”

      [image: ]

      Want to stay in Blueberry Springs a little longer? The town is in danger of burning down! Turn the page for a sneak peek and find out what happens next in Blueberry Springs!
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      Don't miss the next adventure in Blueberry Springs featuring Jen! Readers are calling Rum and Raindrops the funniest Blueberry Springs book yet!
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      One nature guide. One accidental forest fire. And one steamy investigator hot on her tail.

      [image: ]

      Life would be easy for Jen Kulak if she hadn’t just burned down the forest she depends upon for her business’s wilderness adventures. It would be even easier if she hadn’t accidentally fallen head over heels for the fire investigator tracking her every move.

      

      When the pressure on Jen heats up will she run like she has in the past? Or will she find the strength to fight the accusations that could cost her everything, including her own happily ever after?

      

      Turn the page to whet your appetite with a sneak peek or click to pick up your copy from your favorite online bookstore.
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      This time she wouldn’t run.

      She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she did.

      As tempting as it was. She. Could. Not. Run.

      Even though this was much, much worse than anything else she’d ever been through--worse than finding her best friend’s belt under the bed she shared with her live-in boyfriend, worse than running away from home at sixteen and losing herself in the process.

      Completely worse.

      She stared at the layers of gray drifting lower in the sky. For days, the clouds of smoke had been building, closing in, choking out the mountain town’s residents. Jen couldn’t hear the forest fire crackling from here, but she knew if the wind changed direction she would never live down being the girl--nature guide, at that--who burned down the small town of Blueberry Springs.

      She sighed and wiggled her key in the back door of Wally’s Sporting Goods, shouldering open the warped door and reaching in to flick on the lights. Normally, on the first of June, she wouldn’t need lights at this time of day, but thanks to her own neglect, the forest fire was making pretty darn sure everyone was using plenty of electricity.

      She stood outside the store’s back door and worried her keys. Her car was ready, packed with the essentials as well as her most prized belongings in case they called for an evacuation. She didn’t need to wait; she could just get in and go. Now. She didn’t have to stop. Didn’t have to come back. Didn’t have to see the destruction that was edging closer.

      Her escape was right over there. Only a few steps away. She could just reach inside the store, grab the small bird cage that held an injured Whiskey Jack she was nursing back to health, put it in her car…

      “Jen!”

      She jumped, dropping her keys as Wally, her boss, rested a heavy hand on her shoulder. “What are you doing?” His brows folded in concern. “There are rumors of evacuation. Almost everyone’s closing up.”

      She picked up her keys and stared through the open back door to where she’d rediscovered the old Jen--sporting good by sporting good--after her unplanned arrival in Blueberry Springs. The old Jen who used to cross-country ski. Who won swim meets. The Jen who was familiar with a good pair of hiking boots and welcomed the adventures they would bring. The Jen she had been before running away from home. Before Ken.

      She’d lost that Jen over time, but here in Blueberry Springs she’d found her again. She was thriving. Living again. But now… If she ran…

      “Look. I’m staying closed for the day,” Wally said gently. “Help people load their cars and be ready to get the heck out of here.”

      “It smells like rain,” she whispered, wishing she could see the sky--see the weather coming over the mountain range instead of being blocked by big clouds of smoke that made her eyes burn.

      “We’re going to need a downpour,” he said, turning away.
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      Jen moved uneasily down Main Street. Should she simply walk up to people as they were loading their vehicles and start pitching in? What if they thought she’d started the fire and were angry with her? Because, seriously, what kind of nature guide started a raging forest fire while out testing equipment--and everyone knew she’d been out there.

      But she couldn’t understand it. She was always so careful. She’d gone camping with Wally when she first started her excursion business out of his shop, and the expression he’d used when she put out their little campfire was anal retentive. But this time, obviously, her anal retentiveness hadn’t been enough.

      Scott, the local police officer and current stand-in park ranger, told her she’d been the only registered user out at Raspberry Creek Park the weekend the fire started. And therefore it wasn’t difficult to do the math and figure out where to point the finger. When the fire had been discovered, Scott had his team try to put it out. But nature had pulled a fast one, the wind switching directions several times until the fire was out of control and well beyond the remote park’s boundaries. And now everything was in jeopardy.

      Everything. Just thinking about it made her stomach clench in a way that made her queasy.

      “Hey, Jen,” said her friend Moe, falling into step beside her. She smiled and leaned toward him. She needed a good friend right about now. And despite the way she’d sorta chased Moe--or at least hinted in humorous and easy to brush off ways that they would be good together--they were still just friends. Which was probably a good thing. Some days she felt as though she had more baggage than would fit in a Samsonite world traveler set.

      “Heard about the evacuation suggestion?” he asked, easing further away.

      She nodded.

      “Don’t worry. Nobody’s going to crack any jokes about what kind of nature guide burns down her own forests.” He gave a good-natured chuckle. “Man, that has got to be bad for business.”

      “Shut up. I follow protocols.” She rubbed her forehead. Had she forgotten to do something important while out camping or done something dumb such as discard a match into a dry shrub, starting a slow smolder she hadn’t noticed? Had she left a gap in her fire pit’s ring of rocks? Started an underground fire? Or had Mother Nature started the fire despite the season? “It had to be something or someone else.”

      “Did you see any other crazies out there? Who else is willing to do a six-hour hike-out camping trip in late May when the nights are still frosty?” Moe nudged her, all smiles.

      She shifted her weight. “No,” she admitted. “And it’s not the whole forest. It’s just Raspberry.” She gulped in a deep breath, working to steady herself as well as squelch the urge to flee.

      “Hm. Unless the wind turns.” Moe turned to look at the sky, his expression thoughtful.

      She turned to him, blinking away the wetness in her eyes. “It’s not coming to Blueberry Springs, okay? And sometimes forest fires help nature.”

      “Hey, you okay?” He rested a hand on her shoulder. “I was only kidding around. I know you’re good at what you do and would never intentionally start a forest fire.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about, Moe.”

      “I don’t think anyone really actually thinks you started it.” He crouched ever so slightly, bringing them to eye level. “At least not on purpose.”

      She swallowed back the pain. If the wind turned, the fire would take a shortcut through town. Her town. It was that easy. That close.

      “Why don’t you talk to Scott?” he asked gently. “He might have some advice or something.”

      “There are a ton of reasons why forest fires start,” she said, drawing herself up. Unfortunately, none of them would apply at this time of year. There had been no lightning that weekend. The area wasn’t known for coal seams. And it wasn’t hot and dry enough for a rockfall’s sparks to ignite grass or shrubs. In other words, unless there had been unregistered users in the park who came forward, the chances were very high that she was plain and simply screwed.

      “The fire investigator Scott brought in said the fire was caused by human actions,” Moe said.

      She leaned closer, her heart pounding so hard she thought it’d break. “Was there someone else out there?”

      Moe shrugged, his eyes never leaving hers. “He’s still investigating, but nobody’s come forward.”

      “He doesn’t know who did it?”

      “It wasn’t you?” he joked.

      She stalked off, ignoring his pleas for her to come back.

      Her hands started shaking as she mentally ran through the implications of starting a forest fire. She was sure she hadn’t started it. Positive. Except for that niggling feeling in the back of her mind that warned her to never say never. She sighed as her jacket pocket started vibrating and she yanked out the phone, pushing it to her ear as she resumed her way down the smoky street.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi. I think I’m in your beginner’s overnight canoe trip?” the male voice asked, static crackling over the line.

      Oh, man. Not another cancellation. She drew in a deep breath and crossed the street to the side where she usually got better reception.

      “We’re still on in two weeks!” she replied in a chipper voice, trying to mask the strain. Crossing her fingers, she looked to the sky hoping that the fire inspector Scott had called in wouldn’t see that she’d been a registered user in the park and preemptively pull her guiding license and open-ended, off-trail camping permit. That would make a big ol’ crater in her business plan, if he did.

      “The forest fire won’t be an issue?” the man asked.

      “Blueberry Lake is in a different direction from the fire. I’m confident it’ll be just fine and that the fire will be out by then.” She tried to inject humor into her voice. “We’ll be camping on an island, and lakes usually don’t burn down.”

      He let out a deep chuckle that, despite her mood, drew a smile to her lips. Ah, yes. She remembered this man from a few months back when he called to register. She’d wanted to sell him every trip she had in order to hear that wonderfully rich laugh as often as possible.

      “The reason I’m calling,” he said, “is I booked the trip for myself and my girlfriend.”

      Uh-oh. Here it comes. She shook her head and waited. The girlfriend didn’t want to come and so he wanted to cancel and take her to a B&B instead. Either that or he’d be switching her out for a guy friend, which was fine by her.

      “We recently broke up,” he explained.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said automatically when he paused.

      “Oh, don’t be. We weren’t…well, I guess you could say we weren’t well-suited for each other and had a different concept of what commitment is.” He hesitated. “We were taking this trip because I was trying to get her interested in things I enjoy.”

      “My friend Mandy always says if you try to change the one you’re dating, you’re going to end up with nothing but heartache.” She paused walking and winced. Wow, Blueberry Springs was getting under her skin. She couldn’t believe she’d just dished out dating advice to a stranger.

      She smiled to herself and resumed walking. She could handle Blueberry Springs getting under her skin. Assuming, of course, she didn’t destroy the place. Because as Moe said, who else would be crazy enough to go hiking through Raspberry Creek Park when there was still frost on the ground at night?

      “Sorry,” she said. “The last thing you want or need is advice from a woman who hasn’t been on a serious date in approximately three years.” She smacked her forehead. What was with her? “Or for her to start telling you the details of her pathetic life. I’m so sorry.”

      He gave a light chuckle. “It’s fine.” His voice dropped in and out due to the poor reception.

      Desperate not to lose two more people close to departure, she asked, “So, will you still be joining us? While it’s too late to get a full refund, you could bring a friend along in your girlfriend’s place.” Even better if that friend is as hot and nice as you sound.

      As he ‘hmm’ed into the phone, she found herself imagining the body that went with his deep voice. Probably fairly tall. At least taller than she was, and she was five-foot six. He would be cute, of course. Not much for pudge, but not hardrock buff either. Just that wonderful in between. Great butt?

      “I’m not sure,” he said, startling her.

      Trying to recover from her daydream, cheeks burning as though she’d fallen into a campfire, she sputtered, “Well…uh…could you let me know when you decide? It’ll be a great time. It’s so beautiful out here right now.” She cringed at her response and cast a glance at the worst of the smoky clouds. “You’ve already spent the money. You should come.”

      Assuming, of course, she wasn’t out of business by then and Blueberry Springs wasn’t burning like a pit in Hell.

      He paused. Had she pushed too far?

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to push,” she added quickly. Come on, I need this.

      “No, you’re right. I wanted to do this because I wanted to get out again and enjoy the outdoors in a recreational way.” After a brief pause, he said, “I’m in. I’ll see if I can convince someone else to take Cindy’s place.”

      “Great! Call me when you round someone up. I’ll need to get their lifejacket size and a few other personal details.”

      “All right, see you in a few weeks, if not sooner. It sounds like our connection is breaking up.”

      “If you need anything or have any questions, don’t hesitate to give me a call.” If not sooner? That idea left a trail of thrills through her body.

      She hung up the phone and smiled. Yes! There would be at least one awesome guy on the beginner’s overnight trip. And if he was awful, she’d just turn her back and ask him to tell her the story of his life and listen as that deep tenor worked its way into her muscles, setting her at ease.

      Presuming, of course, that she and the rest of Blueberry Springs wasn’t hunkered down in some hotel miles from here with her wondering how to restart her life in order to escape the guilt of destroying the homes and livelihoods of several thousand people who had, several years ago, welcomed her into their community as one of their own.

      Yeah, other than that.

      She blinked back the tears and tightening in her throat as the familiar pattern of berating herself set in. How could she do this to them when all they’d done was bring her in? How could she have been that careless? What would they do when they found out it was her? Because it had to be her. Who or what else could have started that fire? All signs kept pointing to her, and living in denial had given her some serious face slapping in the past. She needed to face up to the fact that her life was over because the odds were pretty heavy that she was the guilty party. She needed to escape. Run.

      She couldn’t handle this.

      She ducked down a side street, but when she saw people loading up their cars she turned back to Main Street, her heart aching with guilt, and promptly barreled into someone.

      “Oh, so sorry!” she said as the man she’d rammed into grabbed her arm to steady her. Her breath froze in her chest.

      Holy major hotness.

      “Oh. I’m so sorry,” she apologized again as she swiped at the coffee he’d spilled down his shirt. The wet cotton was plastered to his chest. Oh. And she was petting him now instead of swiping. She yanked her hand away and tried to ignore his amused expression. What was with her today? First crushing on the canoe guy and now petting a total stranger? Stress did very bad things to her brain. Very, very bad.

      “It’s all right,” he said, laughing it off.

      Oh, my. That was hot. A man who could laugh off spilled coffee. Coffee was precious.

      And that laugh. Such a great laugh. It was as though every man she met these days was her ideal dreamboat incarnate. Again, stress was tweaking her hormones in strange and unpredictable ways. She needed to get in her packed up car and go sit on a rock somewhere far, far away and get herself sorted out.

      But first she needed to make things right with this hottie.

      She turned to The Diner, where he’d just exited. “I should buy you a new coffee.”

      “They’re closing up,” he said. “Everyone’s in an evacuation panic.” He waved a hand, his lips curved in a half frown. It was as though he saw smoke choking out towns every day and knew this wasn’t anything major. Which was what Jen’s gut was trying to tell her--when her mind wasn’t freaking out all over the place. Therefore, she liked this guy. A lot.

      She sized him up. There was something familiar about him, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. It was as though they’d met. However, she was certain she’d remember that cute face and those bright, inquisitive, blue-gray eyes. He wasn’t local; she would have noticed him. His barely worn jeans clung in all the right places and he wore old leather work boots. He had a vibe similar to the locals she’d come to adore, but with a touch of having been away in the city for a while.

      Well, wherever he came from, and wherever he’d roamed, he’d definitely been active. He had a good set of well-used muscles underneath that T-shirt. He was more than intriguing and her quick assessment left her with more questions than answers. Especially since he didn’t seem to mind being sized up. In fact, he was doing the same to her. His gaze was flicking from her long, blond ponytail with the purple streak to her slender nose ring to her generous German curves she’d inherited from her grandmother to her fit, firm legs in short cutoffs to her beat-up hikers. And instead of discounting her as many men seemed to, he seemed pleased with what he saw.

      Hello, heart crush!

      She studied his shirt. It definitely needed help. She chewed on her bottom lip and dreamt up a plan. “We need to do something about that shirt.”

      He pulled the wet shirt away from his body. That was a very large coffee, the largest Jodi served.

      “Come with me,” Jen said over her shoulder, confident he’d follow her to Wally’s where she could replace the shirt. It was the least she could do--and no, of course she wasn’t putting off facing what had to be angry crowds of soon-to-be-homeless Blueberry Springs residents. Or hoping Major Hotness would strip off his wet shirt in the middle of the store, giving her a sight for her sore, tired eyes.

      She let them into Wally’s store with her key, inhaling the aroma of new hiking shoes as she led him to the shirt section. On her way, she lightly touched the smooth, wooden paddles as a mother might touch the head of a child. She loved everything in this store. It was home. Her rock in an unsteady sea called life.

      She inhaled back a rush of emotion, blocking it from coming forward, and flicked through a rack of shirts before holding one up in front of His Holy Major Hotness’s torso.

      He held out his hands, his empty coffee cup waving at her. “No, really. You don’t need to.”

      “Blue?” she asked, switching shirts. The light blue would look amazing on him. She held it out to him. Yep. Brought out the lovely brightness of his eyes and contrasted with his dark hair. Holy Major Hotness, come to mama.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, giving his face a self-conscious wipe. “You’re, um, staring.”

      She blinked and stepped back, shaking her head, muttering, “Nothing.”

      She was definitely out of practice drooling over hotties. Which was odd, seeing as there were so many around. Problem was those smoke jumper hotties that cruised Blueberry Springs in the summer, using the town as a base for the really remote fires that started well beyond the end of the highway, were used to adrenalin and craziness. They usually wore her out after two dates, leading her to avoid them. There was just something about them leaping out of airplanes to put out forest fires--such as hers--that upped their intensity.

      Her fire.

      It had to be hers, didn’t it? Who else could have started it? She hadn’t seen a soul out there.

      She grabbed a shirt off the end of the rack, feeling slightly woozy as she waggled it at him. “Maybe this one?” It had a stick man running from a stick moose and said Running Wild in Blueberry Springs.

      He broke out one of those lovely big grins of his and nodded. “I love it.”

      The man had a sense of humor. Very nice. She liked that. Liked him.

      And obviously needed to get a life, judging by the way her heart was tapping out a beat for this stranger. “I designed it myself,” she said, blushing. “Hence the stick man and stick moose. I’m not what you’d call an artist.”

      “Are you kidding?” He held out the shirt for another look. “You draw a mean stick person.”

      She tried not to act embarrassed and mumbled a thank you.

      “You realize I have to buy it now? How much is it?” he asked, reaching for his wallet.

      She snatched the shirt, holding it against her chest as she carefully plucked off the tag before handing him the shirt. “It’s my apology.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “I know. But I want to.” She led him to the change room, even though she secretly hoped he’d do as some guys did and whip off his shirt in front of her. She was pathetic.

      He entered the change room and closed the door.

      His loss. He didn’t realize what he was giving up such as an exclusive opportunity to have her hands roaming over his taunt skin. Not an everyday offer. Not that she would have succumbed. Of course not. Well, maybe just a little. But she’d definitely stop before running her tongue over what had to be some nice abs. She had to work out her stress, after all.

      She checked her reflection in the mirror outside the change room. She needed lip gloss. And to run a brush through her ponytail. She eyed the path to her office, a miniature storeroom Wally had outfitted with a desk when she’d started her excursions. Maybe she could slip in there and grab her gloss and write a note about that guy who called earlier for the canoe trip. What was his name? It was probably on her caller ID. She pulled out her phone to check before she forgot.

      “So, do you always give away merchandise?” His Holy Major Hotness asked through the closed door. His wet t-shirt hit the floor with a damp plunk and she paused, staring at it beside his worn boots. She forced herself to remember to breathe. Both in, and then out again.

      She pocketed her phone, unable to remember what she was doing.

      “Um. No, not always!”

      “Well, it is really kind of you. And on top of it all, I get a souvenir of Blueberry Springs.”

      She let out a light laugh. “I suppose you do. How long are you in town for?” Please say you are moving here and have a burning need to marry me so I can awaken to the most beautiful sight in the world every morning.

      “A few days. A few weeks. Depends on work.”

      Fire jumper. She knew it. That was why the smoke and threat to evacuate hadn’t fazed him. And why he seemed familiar, too. They’d probably met in Brew Babies or something. But that face…she’d have remembered that handsome face, that grin felt like a warm summer rain.

      “So, do you know a good place to hike around here?” he asked.

      “What kind of hike?” she asked, perking up.

      “Oh, just an hour or two when I have down time. Do you hike?” he asked through the door.

      Did she hike? Did bears eat blueberries?

      “Sure do. If you want”--she couldn’t believe she was about to say this--“I could take you out and show you some trails.” There was a slight pause on the other side of the door and she babbled on. “I could grab prize-winning brownies from Mandy who owns the wrap place in town and we could make a date of it.” Oh, oops. She wasn’t supposed to ask him out. At least not in an obvious, easy-to-turn-down way. “Um, if the town doesn’t burn down first.”

      Another pause. “That would be nice,” he said quietly. Man, she wished she could see his face right now. To judge whether his quiet voice was due to a reluctant acceptance or unexpected pleasure. The problem was he seemed like a polite guy, which meant…

      She turned as the store’s front door opened.

      “Oh, thank goodness you’re open!” Mandy came rushing over. “Frankie says we need one of those big water jugs and a water purifier and flashlights and a first aid kit and…” She paused to check her list.

      “What are you guys doing?” It really wasn’t a good time for Mandy and Frankie to go on an off-road camping adventure.

      “Evacuating. Well, prepping in case the order comes.”

      Jen tried not to look amused. “You won’t need those things, Mandy. Just follow the highway to safety and stay in a hotel or with friends or something. You’ll be fine.”

      “Oh.” Mandy paused, looking around. Her eyes caught the shirt bunched up under the change room door and her eyes opened a little wider. She mouthed, Hot?

      Jen grinned and nodded. She mouthed back, I asked him out!

      Mandy scrunched her face in confusion and Jen waved her off. “I’ll tell you later,” she whispered.

      “I think I’d better at least get the knife and the water jug thing to placate Frankie,” Mandy said, consulting her list again.

      Jen grabbed the items and brought them to the counter as His Holy Major Hotness exited the change room, adjusting his new shirt. Man, he had nice eyes.

      Working hard to look away, she rang up Mandy’s order as HHMH wandered to toward them.

      Mandy grabbed the items and, shooting Jen a grin and a wink, scurried out.

      “She, uh, makes the brownies I was mentioning,” Jen said as Mandy hit the sidewalk.

      HHMH smiled, not looking as though he was a man trying to get out of a date. At least not yet.

      “The town’s in quite the uproar, huh?” he asked, leaning on the glass counter.

      She nodded.

      “It’ll die down.”

      She shrugged. She’d love to be as optimistic as this guy. “Easy for you to say.”

      “Why’s that?” he asked, leaning closer.

      “You aren’t the one who started it.” Oh crap. She wasn’t supposed to say that. Really, really wasn’t supposed to say that.

      “And you did?” His eyebrows lifted. Suddenly, this man was on high alert in a way that had her skin prickling with nerves.

      She gave a tense shrug, her voice tight. “I didn’t see anyone else in the park that weekend.”

      “Huh.” He studied her for a long moment. “You wouldn’t happen to be Jennifer Kulak, would you?”

      She quickly pushed away her surprise. “I am.” Had her reputation finally surpassed the nature guide over in Derbyshire and this hottie had heard of her guiding skills? She was kind of in major love with that idea. She grabbed a bag for his wet shirt and flashed him a grin. Maybe she’d stick around town after all. If she was a stellar guide with a reputation outside of these mountains she could definitely handle a little forest fire. No problem.

      He plopped his shirt in the offered bag and took it by its handles.

      “I’m Rob Raine.” He freed a hand to shake hers. “I’m the investigator sent to check out your forest fire.”
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        Don’t miss out on the laughs!

      

      
        Click to keep reading Rum and Raindrops.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More from Blueberry Springs
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      Catch up with all of your Blueberry Springs friends and their adventures…
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            [image: The Blueberry Springs covers!]
          
        

      

      
        Book 1: Whiskey and Gumdrops (Mandy & Frankie)

        Book 2: Rum and Raindrops (Jen & Rob)

        Book 3: Eggnog and Candy Canes (Katie & Nash)

        Book 4: Sweet Treats (3 short stories—Mandy, Amber, & Nicola)

        Book 5: Vodka and Chocolate Drops (Amber & Scott)

        Book 6: Tequila and Candy Drops (Nicola & Todd)

        Companion Novel: Champagne and Lemon Drops (Beth & Oz) Also available in audio.

        

        Blueberry Springs Series Starter Box Set (Books 1-3)

      

      [image: ]

      
        All books are available in paperback from most online bookstores.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New From Blueberry Springs: Veils and Vows
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      More irresistible reads! Dive in and get swept away!

      [image: ]

      
        
          [image: The Veils and Vows series—covers]
        

      

      
        The Promise (Book 0: Devon & Olivia)

        The Surprise Wedding (Book 1: Devon & Olivia)

        A Pinch of Commitment (Book 2: Ethan & Lily)

        The Wedding Plan (Book 3: Luke & Emma)

        Accidentally Married (Book 4: Burke & Jill)

        The Marriage Pledge (Book 5: Moe & Amy)

        Mail Order Soulmate (Book 6: Zach & Catherine)

        

        Companion novel in the Indigo Bay series: Sweet Matchmaker (Ginger and Logan)

        Coming to Indigo Bay November 2017: Sweet Holiday Surprise (Cash & Alexa)

      

      [image: ]

      
        Click here to get swept away by the sweet & irresistible Veils and Vows series!

      

      [image: ]

      
        * * * Psst! Get the latest news from Jean Oram, Blueberry Springs AND a free book—The Promise: www.jeanoram.com/FREEBOOK * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Summer Sisters
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      Taming billionaires has never been so sweet.
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            [image: The Summer Sisters series—covers, five great books to sweep you away.]
          
        

      

      
        The Summer Sisters Tame the Billionaires

        * Available in paperback & ebook *

        

        One cottage. Four sisters. And four billionaires who will sweep them off their feet.

      

      
        Love and Rumors

        Love and Dreams

        Love and Trust

        Love and Danger

        Love and Mistletoe
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        Click here to get started reading the Summer Sisters today!
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Hi! It’s a smiling photo of author Jean Oram.]
        

      

      Jean Oram is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling romance author. Inspiration for her small town series came from her own upbringing on the Canadian prairies. Although, so far, none of her characters have grown up in an old schoolhouse or worked on a bee farm. Jean still lives on the prairie with her husband, two kids, and big shaggy dog where she can be found out playing in the snow or hiking.

      [image: ]

      Do you have questions, feedback, or just want to say hi? Connect with me:

      
        Become an Official Fan: www.facebook.com/groups/jeanoramfans

        Newsletter: www.jeanoram.com/FREEBOOK

        Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/jeanoram

        YouTube: www.youtube.com/AuthorJeanOram

        Twitter: www.twitter.com/jeanoram

        Facebook: www.facebook.com/JeanOramAuthor

        Website & blog: www.jeanoram.com

        Email: jeanorambooks@gmail.com
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      Thanks for reading.

      XO

      Jean

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Last Page
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        Before you go…

      

      [image: ]

      Did you enjoy Whiskey and Gumdrops? Share the love & the reading fun—recommend this book to a friend!

      

      Don’t know who to recommend it to? Leave a review online and feel good knowing you helped new readers decide whether this book is for them.

      

      Thank you.

      

      I hope you enjoyed your Blueberry Springs adventure and look forward to diving into the next book in the series, Rum and Raindrops.

      

      XO,

      Jean
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