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      Even though it was five o’clock on a rainy June morning, Jason Mosedale whistled as he strode into the apparatus bay of the Lake Bittersweet firehouse. He considered himself lucky to live in the most beautiful town in Minnesota, no matter the rain, lucky to work as a firefighter, lucky in most ways—with some giant glaring exceptions. He preferred to whistle through those.

      The other crew members, volunteer and staff alike, groaned at the sound.

      “You got laid, didn’t you?” grumbled Brent, a longtime member of the crew, the best driver they had.

      “Isn’t that every day for him?” Colleen Hopper, one of the three women volunteers, nursed a steaming thermos of one of her herbal concoctions. She kept trying to coax the others into trying her mixes, but got no takers. “There’s hardly a woman in Minnesota who would kick him out of bed.”

      “Sorry, aren’t you…?” Brent squinted at her from under his deer hunter’s cap.

      “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” she said sternly. “But the answer is yes.”

      “Uh, what’s the question?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      Jason figured they were skating awfully close to some kind of human resources rule. He’d better put a stop to it, especially if he was going to apply for fire chief.

      Big “if.” Would he be able to joke around like an ordinary crew member if he was the fire chief? Joking around was one of his favorite things in life. Was moving up in the world worth it? He still wasn’t sure, but he’d better figure it out soon because the board of aldermen wanted someone in place before the summer season really got going.

      “Can’t a guy whistle just because he’s in a good mood?” He dumped his duffel bag next to his locker and pulled open the door. A blowup doll burst out of it, making him jump back in surprise.

      The other firefighters howled in laughter. Good one, he had to admit. Nothing like a firehouse prank to kick off an early morning training exercise.

      “If he didn’t get any last night, he can now,” called one of the volunteers.

      “I heard he goes for the airhead type,” said someone else, triggering more laughter.

      Jason composed his face into a serious expression, which was a big lift for him. His usual mode was fun-loving and easygoing. He loved life and saw no reason to hide that. He took hold of the doll and slowly, menacingly turned to face the ring of firefighters.

      “What. The. Fuck…?” He spat the words out. Everyone’s smiles dropped away. Brick, the rookie, turned white and looked like he might throw up. Jason continued after a perfectly timed pause. “…are you still doing here? Can’t a guy get a little privacy?” He wrapped his arm around the doll’s plastic waist.

      It took a moment, but then everyone howled with a new wave of laughter. Relieved laughter. The poor crew had no idea what to make of a seriously angry Jason Mosedale. Who would? It would be as if one of the local moose wandered out of the woods and ordered a cappuccino.

      Someone at the edge of the crowd, back by the entry door, cleared their throat. “Should I come back another time? Looks like y’all are busy.”

      Jason startled at the sight of Kendra Carter halfway in the door, her hand still on the doorknob. As always, even at this early hour, she looked stunning. Her hair was held back with a vivid red silk bandanna and she wore a tight-fitting white shirt.

      He’d known Kendra forever; they’d even been friends in high school, sort of. Their lockers had been close together, and they’d exchanged friendly jabs nearly every day. She’d even tutored him in public speaking and American history.

      But she’d jetted off early to an accelerated college slash business school program while he’d slogged through the rest of high school and then studied for the firefighter exam. Recently, she’d come back to town, and things had been…interesting between them. A little banter, some casual conversation, maybe even some flirting.

      She had his attention, for sure. But as far as he could tell, she didn’t take him at all seriously.

      Then again, she might have good reason for that. He remembered that he was holding a blowup doll and thrust it behind him.

      “We’re about to start a training exercise, but if this is an emergency…”

      “It is,” she said gravely, coming forward. “Why else would I be here before sunrise?”

      The plastic arm of the doll popped out from behind his back. He shoved it down. Smothered laughter came from the crew.

      “What’s the nature of your emergency?” He said it with hopefully enough sternness to make up for the absurdity of the blowup doll trying to sabotage Kendra’s impression of him.

      Not that there was much to sabotage. In high school she’d thought of him as unambitious. She’d even lectured him about it.

      “How should I know? Isn’t that your job?”

      “Huh?” A whistling sound came from behind him. Crap—the blowup doll was losing air. It made a quiet wailing sound punctuated by odd squeals.

      “Damn, Jason. You sure know how to make a woman moan,” said crusty old Sven Lundgren, who should have retired years ago, if you asked Jason.

      “Is this the emergency?” Kendra asked, gesturing at the doll. “Am I supposed to do something? Remedial foreplay instructions?”

      Howls of laughter came from his cursed crew. Great. He felt his face turn a slow-baked red. Normally, he didn’t mind playing the fool for laughs, but with Kendra around, it bothered him, just a little bit.

      But at least he’d finally figured out what was going on. “You’re filling in for Patty?”

      “Yeah, she called me this morning. Very, very early this morning. Her bursitis is flaring up and she asked me if I could play your victim.” She spread her arms open. “So here I am. Your designated damsel in distress.”

      Jason couldn’t imagine anyone less suited for the role of damsel in distress. Kendra Carter was smart as a whip, good at everything she tried, independent, outspoken. On top of that, she had a longtime crew of friends and a retired blues legend for a father—Alvin “Redfish” Carter, with whom she ran the restaurant at the Blue Drake Club.

      Kendra Carter was used to taking care of herself. Except that…he still didn’t know why she’d left Minneapolis and come back to Lake Bittersweet. At first he’d assumed it was because of her father, but something told him it was more than that. Since she’d come back, she’d seemed more subdued than he remembered. Something had happened in Minneapolis, but she wasn’t talking about it. At least, not to him.

      He dragged himself back to the task at hand. Training exercise. Victim. She stood a few feet from him now, her arms folded across her chest. She wore a thin gold necklace that glinted against her radiant brown skin. “We’re doing a swatting drill.”

      “I know how to swat mosquitoes. Those little mother-effers know they can’t mess with me.”

      “I bet.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      And there was the feisty Kendra he remembered from high school. “Hey, you said it. I’m just agreeing.”

      “No, there was subtext. I heard it.”

      He grabbed the hand of the blowup doll and slapped his own cheek with it. “That’ll teach me to keep the damn subtext out of my mouth.” He slapped himself again with the plastic hand. “And not to say ‘damn.’”

      Her lips quirked. “Jason Mosedale, I did not drag myself out of bed at four in the morning to watch you play the fool.”

      “It’s worth it, though, ain’t it?” called Brent.

      “Definitely not.”

      Jason decided he’d had enough of the peanut gallery. “You guys get yourselves some coffee while I bring Kendra up to speed on victim protocol. Back in ten.”

      The other firefighters chaotically headed out of the garage, toward the common room where they usually hung out on a slow day. Lake Bittersweet had more than its share of slow days. Hence the nonstop pranks and jokes.

      Kendra tapped a foot on the ground. Busy woman, places to go, things to do, said her body language. Except that Jason detected something else, a shadow behind her brightness. He wanted to ask her if everything was okay. But they weren’t exactly the confiding sort of friends, and her manner screamed “let’s get on with this,” so he didn’t.

      “So what do I do in this swatting scenario?” she asked.

      “Do you know what swatting is? Not the mosquito kind?”

      “Nope.”

      Weirdly, it felt good to know something that Kendra wasn’t already proficient at. All through high school, she’d been either at the top of every class or close to it. He’d always muddled around in the middle somewhere. It wasn’t until he’d dated an occupational therapist that he’d learned he probably had an undiagnosed learning disorder. The fact that he’d done as well as he had in school was probably a minor miracle. Nancy had insisted that he was highly intelligent, and that was what had saved his ass from complete failure.

      “Swatting is when some nefarious person calls 9-1-1 to report a nonexistent crime happening somewhere. Law enforcement responds, full-force, and an innocent person finds themselves at the business end of a bunch of hyped-up first responders. Usually it’s police, but here in Lake Bittersweet, us studly firefighters respond to 9-1-1 calls, so we need to know what to do in a situation like that.”

      “That really happens?” She looked appalled. “That doesn’t sound like something my people would do.”

      Come to think of it, she probably wasn’t wrong. “I don’t have a demographic breakdown like that, so I can neither confirm nor deny.”

      Her eyebrow lifted. “Practicing for the fire chief position when you have to face the media?”

      He grinned at her. “How’d you know?”

      “I didn’t! I was…mostly joking. Are you really going for it?”

      Was that respect in her eyes? She probably thought of him as so easygoing that he’d never push for a promotion like that. And she might be right.

      But man, how would it feel to see that look in her eyes more often?

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “So what’s stopping you?”

      “Who needs the stress? It’s a lot of responsibility. I’m all about the simple life. Fishing, firefighting, good f…un.” He deliberately let that last “f” linger before completing the word.

      She rolled her eyes at his dumb stab at a joke, but then turned serious.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Jason. You’d be a good fire chief.”

      A compliment from Kendra? Now that surprised him, so much so that he loosened his grip on the blowup doll and it bounced to the ground. He grabbed at it. Plastic squeaked and then a pop let out all the remaining air in one big whoosh. He dropped the limp deflated plastic to the concrete floor. “Oh yeah? Tell me more.”

      She burst out laughing. “Never mind. So tell me what I’m doing here, Jaybone?”

      He winced at the sound of that old nickname, inspired by the fact that he played the trombone in high school. He still played, but only as part of an informal jam session organized by Redfish Carter. “I haven’t heard that one since high school, and I can’t say that I’ve missed it.”

      “Really? I always thought it was cute. It suited you.”

      Was she saying he was cute? He wanted to pursue that possibility, but they were running out of time.

      “Here’s the drill. You’re going to play the victim of a swatting attack. All you have to do is act like you’re an ordinary person sitting at home watching TV. We’re going to swarm you as if we’re going to arrest you. You have to act like a normal innocent person. Can you do that?”

      “There won’t be guns, will there? I’m not trying to get a bunch of guns pointed at me.”

      “Of course not. We’re firefighters. We don’t carry guns.”

      “Are you going to push me around? I don’t want that either.”

      Trust Kendra Carter to set her boundaries so clearly ahead of time. He admired that about her. Along with so many other things.

      “No physical contact. No one will touch you.”

      She thought it over, then nodded her consent. “I got it. Patty owes me for this one.”

      “Yeah, sorry. She’s our usual victim. She’s done it so many times that she critiques us afterwards. Catches all kinds of stuff.”

      Kendra’s face lit up. “Ooh, now you’re talking my love language. Can I do that too? You know there’s nothing I love more than giving my opinion.”

      “Sure. We’ll give you a feedback card that you can drop in the suggestion box.” He gestured at the burn barrel in the corner of the garage.

      “Cute, Jaybone. Supercute.”

      They grinned at each other. A moment. We’re having a moment. Me and Kendra. Or should it be Kendra and I?

      Because one thing he knew for sure, Kendra would correct his grammar if he got it wrong. He knew because sometimes back in high school, he deliberately got it wrong just so she’d give him that look. The one that said, “I’m smart and hot and dream on, bud.”

      “Okay then.” Just like that, Kendra shattered the moment. “I’m ready to scream my ass off because some idiot firefighters can’t tell the difference between a real call and swatter.”

      Ha. Yup. Dream on.
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      “Get out of my house, you’re trespassing and trampling all over my civil rights and I will sue your asses!” Kendra shouted at the firefighters stampeding toward her.

      “Cut!” Jason gestured at the crew. “Let’s try it again.” He strode over to Kendra, who’d taken a seat on a folding chair he’d set up between the paramedic van and the fire truck.

      “Cut? Are we making a movie?”

      “Yeah. It’s called ‘Why Can’t Kendra Act Like an Ordinary Person?’”

      “Well, that’s going to look ridiculous on a movie poster.”

      Jason looked so frustrated—in an undeniably hot way—that she couldn’t help smiling at him. He’d really, really grown up fine, and she’d been aware of that fact for a while. Quite the glow-up. It wasn’t just the muscles he’d developed since he’d become a fireman. It was the gleam in his eyes, the smile always hovering in the corner of his mouth, even that damn groove in his cheek. Jason was the kind of guy people wanted to be around.

      That is, other people did. Not her. That fun-loving vibe was appealing, sure, but it didn’t bode well for a future. Besides, she had enough to juggle. If it wasn’t the new restaurant, it was worries about her father. If it wasn’t all of her friends getting engaged or married, it was the fact that she was still recovering from getting callously and shockingly dumped.

      Dominic Robb, her boyfriend and business partner, had broken up with her on his way to London, where she’d assumed she’d be joining him. He’d used the business venture they’d developed together and parlayed it into a new position at a top investment firm in England.

      Without her.

      Now she had no boyfriend and no business.

      How had it come to this? She was the naturally suspicious one who always told her friends not to trust a man, especially a smooth-talker like Dominic. How had she been so blind? They had the same dreams. He wanted to succeed, to be the best. They were perfect for each other, or so she’d thought.

      How wrong she’d been. She didn’t usually make catastrophic mistakes like that, and it had shaken her to the core. Over a year later, she still hadn’t so much as gone on a date with a man.

      She glared at Jason. Her crushed dreams weren’t his fault, but this silly victim scenario was. “You said to act ordinary. That’s what I’d do if you guys charged into my house like that.”

      “Well, apparently you’re not ordinary.”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “More of a compli-sult.”

      She remembered that long-running joke from their locker-buddy days in high school. “The dreaded compliment with an insult hidden inside? How dare you.”

      He raked his fingers through his hair. “How long do Patty’s bursitis episodes usually last?”

      “It varies. Sometimes I think they last as long as it suits her.” She put a hand over her mouth in exaggerated apology. “Oops, I didn’t just say that. Don’t tell Patty.”

      “You’re afraid of Patty?” His face brightened. “Good. I’m going to tell her what a godawful victim you are if you don’t shape up.”

      She was starting to feel sorry for him. “You’re sounding desperate. Okay, fine, I’ll be good.”

      “Okay. Thank you.” He gestured to the crew. “Places, please.”

      Now it really was starting to sound like a movie. Kendra sat in the folding chair again. She checked her watch. Almost seven. Pretty soon she had to wrap this up and get her ass over to the Blue Drake. But for now, she was enjoying the spotlight, she had to admit.

      As the firefighters charged toward her for the fifth time, she let out a bloodcurdling shriek, and convulsed onto the floor, where she twitched and moaned dramatically.

      All the firefighters stopped in their tracks.

      “She’s having a medical event!” Jason shouted. “What do you do in case of a heart attack or a stroke?”

      When no one moved right away, he ran to her himself. He crouched down next to her and put his hand near her neck. Not quite touching her skin, but nevertheless, she could feel the warmth of his hand.

      “You check her pulse. Make sure she’s breathing. Do your ABCs. What are the ABCs?” he continued.

      Colleen piped up. “Airway, breathing, circulation.”

      “That’s right. You check all of the above. Sure, she’s a potential suspect, but her medical situation comes first.” Jason’s hands were moving around her body, indicating her throat, her mouth, her chest. Clearly he knew what he was doing. His skill shone in every movement, even though he didn’t actually complete any of the actions he was describing.

      She felt herself relaxing on the uncomfortable concrete floor of the garage. It was very uncharacteristic of her to do something so dramatic. She’d done it to throw them off and annoy Jason some more. But it hadn’t exactly worked out that way. It was soothing to watch him do his thing. If I ever had a real medical event, I’d want Jason to be my paramedic, she thought dreamily.

      “Okay, you’re fine,” he said brusquely. She glanced up at him. They’d never been this close before, not even when they used to sling friendly insults at each other from locker to locker. His eyes were such an intensely dark blue, as if an artist had wanted black, but pulled back and gone for blue instead.

      Her gaze dropped to his upper lip, searching for…there it was. That scar. She’d never forget the night he got that scar.

      After all, he’d been defending her.
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      “Do you guys remember when I nearly started a brawl at the Cue Ball pool hall?” At the end of the long day, Kendra sat with her besties Carly and Gina at the bar at the Blue Drake Club and Resort. A jazz combo played on the iconic stage with its enormous statue of a blue duck.

      Recently, her father had taken over the restaurant portion of the club and renamed it Alvin’s Burgers and Blues. After they stopped serving, the bar stayed open until midnight. That was when she could finally relax and enjoy the acts that came through town. Thanks to Steven Gault, Carly’s father and Alvin’s close friend, this tiny spot on the map was a top destination for some of the best musical talent in the world.

      “I heard something about it, but it was just you and Brooke, right?” Carly sipped from a bottle of nonalcoholic beer. She’d just gotten married this past New Year’s Eve and was due to give birth any day—or minute—now. She sat astride the bar stool, the heels of her boots hooked on the rungs. Her dark hair was pulled into a low ponytail and she looked tired. Kendra kept trying to get her to slow down, but she was a constant ball of energy.

      “Yes, and really it was all Brooke’s fault,” Kendra said. “She was the instigator.”

      “Well, of course. You were such a good girl.” Gina pulled a sassy face, her dark curls dancing as she bopped to the music. “By which I mean you were more careful not to get caught.”

      Kendra laughed and clicked her vodka tonic with lime against Gina’s wine glass. Gina had recently fallen in love, too. So had the fifth member of their friend group, Trixie, back in Lost Harbor, Alaska. Only Kendra was currently single. Well, and Brooke.

      It’s me and you, Brooke. She toasted her friend’s spirit. Me and a ghost, we’re the only ones still single.

      Gina ran a finger around the rim of her wine glass.  “Do you know how many times I think, WWBD?”

      Kendra cocked her head. “What would Brooke do?”

      “Yes. And the answer is always the opposite of what most people would do.”

      They all laughed. Brooke the Rebel. “Do you think if she’d lived, she would have stopped being such a revolutionary?” Kendra asked her friends.

      “No. Not Brooke,” Gina said instantly.

      “I’m not so sure,” Carly mused. “If she’d lived, she would have been a mother to Danny. She might have toned it down for him.”

      Kendra took a sip of her ice-cold vodka. “She probably would have dragged him to protest marches.”

      They all laughed, knowing it was the truth.

      “I still miss her,” Kendra said softly.

      “I do too,” said Carly. “Especially being back in Lake Bittersweet. It’s like she’s just around the corner, and if I move fast enough, I’ll catch her. I love hearing stories about her, especially if I can tell them to Danny.”

      When Carly had married Thomas, she’d become stepmother to Danny, who was now a teenager. Danny was the result of one experimental night between Thomas and Brooke, seventeen years ago. Tragically, Brooke had died while giving birth to him, and Thomas had raised him alone. Kendra couldn’t imagine anything more perfect than Carly stepping into Danny’s life at this point.

      “This might not be the best story to tell him.”

      Carly chuckled. “Let me guess. Brooke tackled some idiot and made him eat pool chalk?”

      “No. Jason stepped in. He got a pool cue in the face.”

      They both looked at her blankly.

      “Jason Mosedale,” she prompted.

      “The cute firefighter?”

      Kendra felt her face warm. “Sure, I guess.”

      “Okay, now you have to tell the whole story.” Gina bounced on her barstool in excitement. “Tell, tell! Where were we? Me and Carly?”

      “You were all asleep. I think we smoked a little too much. Everyone crashed except me and Brooke.”

      “God, that takes me back.” Carly sighed. “We were such teenagers. Sometimes I think it’s a miracle we survived. Summer in Lake Bittersweet. The crazy shit that went down…”
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      That summer, Kendra and the other chambermaids—Carly Gault, Brooke Kendall, Gina Moretti and Trixie Tran—became the best of friends because there was nothing like being required to wear white while cleaning cabins and swabbing toilets to cement a bond.

      Even on their off days, they spent time together. They’d go swimming in the lake, hang out on the Blue Drake dock, or roast marshmallows on the beach. They shared secret crushes and embarrassing confessions. They talked about their dreams for after high school. Of the five of them, Kendra and Brooke were the most ambitious; they both wanted to change the world. Fix it. Stop climate change. Stop racism. Stop exploitation.

      One night in the Wood Duck Cabin, where the out-of-town girls lived, Brooke brought out some weed that she swore was the best she’d ever smoked. Kendra debated long and hard about whether to try some. Her father always warned her to avoid it, but since he’d smoked plenty—along with Gault and all their musician buddies—it seemed hypocritical. Shouldn’t she at least try it and decide for herself?

      Turned out, while the other girls got mellow and even fell asleep, she got hyped up. Around midnight, she looked around and the only other girl still awake was Brooke.

      “What now? I want to go have some fun,” she told Brooke. Brooke flipped back her blond hair and grinned. She was from a wealthy summer family, and usually lived back east.

      “Let’s play some pool.”

      “You don’t want to play pool with me. I grew up in blues dives. I’ll whip your ass.”

      “Ooooh, then I have an even better idea! Let’s make some money.”

      They rode their bikes to the Cue Ball at the edge of town, ditching them in the weeds because they’d forgotten their bike locks. The midnight sky was so spectacular that Kendra suggested skipping the pool game and just lying in the weeds and staring at the stars until sunrise.

      “Don’t be chicken.” Brooke hauled her inside to a smoky room filled with frowny-faced men. Pool was serious business, apparently. Kendra giggled, and couldn’t stop until Brooke pinched her.

      The smoke gave everything a hazy, dreamlike feel. She played a few games and barely knew if she won or lost. The round shine of the balls, the thunk of a shot landing in the pocket, the feel of the pool cue sliding through her fingers, that was all that mattered. Win, lose, who cared?

      She tried to explain it to the man she’d just beaten. He just sneered at her and challenged her to a rematch.

      “Rack ‘em up,” the man growled. He looked really grumpy, she realized. Maybe she should let him win the next one. Older men didn’t like it when younger women beat them at pool. Did it matter that she was Black? Maybe. The man was Hispanic. Either way, she was a girl and she was beating him and he clearly didn’t like that.

      Lose the game, she told herself. Just miss a few shots. It’s not the end of the world. Win, lose, who cares?

      Across the room, she saw a group of boys from her high school come in and claim a table. The ground steadied under her feet. This was her town. She could win at pool if she wanted to. No way was she going to hold herself back just to make some old out-of-town dude feel better about himself.

      So she won. Then she won again. Brooke was raking in the dollars the man kept sliding across the table. He kept ordering more beers, challenging her to more matches. Time passed, but she didn’t notice. Chalk, cue, ball, pocket. Dollar bills. It was almost as if every part of her brain except the part needed for pool turned off. The focus was intoxicating.

      And then it all shifted. The man crushed a beer can against the edge of the pool table.

      “Hey man, keep it cool,” said Brooke.

      “Shut your trap, rich girl. I saw you around the lodge. What are you, slumming it down here with the cleaning staff?”

      Brooke and Kendra looked at each other and laughed. “We have the same job, idiot. That has nothing to do with the fact that she’s kicking your ass at pool.”

      Even through her foggy haze, Kendra knew that Brooke was taking it too far. Winning was one thing; taunting another.

      The man turned to Kendra, shutting Brooke out. “Are you cheating?” he demanded. “Is she helping you? No way you’re winning fair and square.”

      “I’m not. Want to go again?”

      “Yeah. But I want her out of here. Let’s see if you can win on your own.”

      “I’m not leaving,” Brooke began.

      “It’s fine.” Kendra waved her away. “Just go hang out with Jason and the others over there. I’ll beat him again and be right over.”

      The man snarled in anger. She beat him again. But this time, he lost it. He shifted the pool cue in his grip like a lance and lunged across the table at her. She stumbled backwards and would have fallen, except someone was there to catch her. Whoever it was had a wiry, strong body and smelled like he’d just been eating barbecue. He pushed her down just as the pool cue jammed through the air. She felt his body shudder and knew the cue must have hit him. A gush of blood spilled onto her sweater from above.

      She crawled out from the melee and jumped to her feet. Several men were holding back her former competitor. One of them wrestled the pool cue away from him. And Jason Mosedale was surrounded by his buddies, who were doing things like stuffing paper napkins onto his face and grabbing ice cubes from random drinks. She felt someone tug her away, trying to get her out of there. Brooke.

      But she resisted. She couldn’t just leave Jason after he’d taken the blow meant for her. The pool cue had split his upper lip open. That was where all the blood was coming from. The whole lower part of his face was already swelling up. He caught her eye. “You okay?” he called to her.

      She nodded, even though she felt very far from okay. She was smart. She knew better than to get herself into a position like this. How had she let this happen? What were her parents going to say?

      “Let’s get out of here,” Brooke said in a low voice. “Before the police get here.”

      Police? Holy shit, she’d be in trouble for sure if the police got involved. If she had to walk some kind of straight line, she might fall on her ass.

      Jason jutted his chin toward the exit. He was telling her to leave before she got in worse trouble. Everyone knew Alvin Carter and how proud he was of Kendra. She didn’t know much about Jason’s family. They seemed to be more the “benign neglect” type. Anyway, boys never got into as much trouble as girls did when they stepped out of line.

      She and Brooke fled toward their bikes, and were furiously pedaling down the road when they saw the sheriff’s car whiz past.

      Over the next few days, she braced herself for the other shoe to drop. Surely someone would want to talk to the girl who had incited the brawl with her refusal to lose a game of pool. But it never happened. Maybe the guy had been too proud to admit he’d lost to a girl. Definitely Jason and his buddies had never mentioned her name.

      The next time she saw Jason at his locker, his lip looked terrible. A big scab had formed on his upper lip. He was going to have quite the scar.

      She closed her locker door and faced him. “Listen, Jason. Thanks for—”

      He waved away her words. “It’s al-wight.” His swollen lip made the “r” sound fuzzy. “I already got three dates out of it.”

      “Like you need more reasons for girls to chase you.” That was one of the things she teased him about. She knew why girls were crazy for him—he was so good-looking—but he was too laid-back for her, not driven enough.

      “Good point.” He winced as his lips formed the “p.” “There’s one lucky thing, though. I get to skip band practice. Like forever.”

      “No more trombone?”

      “The nurse said I’ll never play trombone again. Well, I begged her to say that. Sick of being teased for my nerdy choice of instrument.” He grinned, then winced again as the movement tugged at his scab.

      “So I rescued you from band practice? I guess you should thank me then.”

      “Yeah…maybe after the Tylenol kicks in.”

      She laughed a little. “Seriously, I can’t believe you stood up for me like that. I could have kissed you.”

      “You still could.” His eyes twinkled at her. “After I heal up.”

      “Dream on.”
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        * * *

      

      Carly snapped her fingers. “I knew there was something between you and Jason. I noticed him looking at you during last year’s Sunburn Fest.”

      “There’s nothing between us. There never has been. We’re…friends, I guess. In high school, anyway. I haven’t seen him much since then.” For some reason, she felt self-conscious. “He’s not my type.”

      “Well, he was definitely looking at you. That’s all I know.”

      Gina propped her elbow on the bar and rested her curly head on her hand. “Good old Jason. Such a hottie. Who’s he dating now?”

      Kendra shrugged. “If he’s anything like he was in high school, it’s probably hard to keep track. He always had someone.”

      “No, I think he just broke up with someone. Ugh, my fuzzy hormone brain.” Carly rapped her knuckles on her skull. “Thomas told me. Some girl he’s dated on and off for years. Everyone thought they’d end up together, but she moved out of town and married someone else. Jason was crushed.”

      Kendra shook her head with a frown. She didn’t like the idea of easygoing Jason getting his heart crushed. He didn’t deserve that. He was one of the good ones. “Are you talking about Gretchen Pilsner?”

      “Yes. Gretchen. But she’s Gretchen Corsi now. I can’t believe I know this. Firehouses are so gossipy. Thomas isn’t even fire chief anymore and he still hears all the hot goss.”

      “Wow. So that’s really over. Poor Jason.” She had a vague memory of Gretchen Pilsner, sunny and freckle-faced. The two of them had seemed like a good match, except that Jason was one of those not-ready-to-commit guys. “When did that happen?”

      “Hmm…why are you asking a pregnant woman the tough questions? I think it was earlier this year. Recent.”

      Gina pursed her lips. “Hmm. You know what that means.”

      “That he deserves our sympathy and support?” said Carly.

      “That, and he’s on the rebound.”

      “Ooh.” Carly raised her eyebrows. “Which means don’t go anywhere near him.”

      “What? No, it doesn’t.” Gina took a sip of her wine. “Rebounds are fun. The trick is to know going in that there’s no chance of it working out because it’s just a rebound. It’s low-stakes, high-reward.”

      “How is it high reward?”

      “Because someone on the rebound is just happy for the attention.”

      “That’s cold, Gina.” Kendra shook her head at her always-sassy friend. “Anyway, that’s not Jason. He always gets attention. I don’t know why. He’s cute, but he’s no Winston.”

      Everyone knew Winston Duke was her ultimate.

      “But Jason has that dreamy Latin-lover look.”

      “Oooh, he does, doesn’t he?” Carly made a show of fanning herself. “This is because I’m very pregnant, not because of Jason,” she explained. “But Kendra, are you really surprised he’s so popular? He’s cute, he’s a fireman, also he’s hot and he’s a fireman. Meaning he rescues people while being cute and hot.”

      Kendra made a face at her. “Some of us are looking for more than cute and hot and rescue-y.”

      Carly pointed an accusing finger at her. “He rescued you from a pool cue!”

      “That’s true. And I did say that I wished I could kiss him for that. But his face was all swollen, so that never happened.”

      “It’s never too late.” Gina pushed her glass toward Kendra, who splashed more wine into it. “Rebound, rebound.”

      “Don’t do it, don’t do it,” chanted Carly.

      “Hmm.” Kendra flashed a smile at her two friends. “WWBD?”

      The two of them looked at each other, then back at Kendra. “Do it,” they said together. They all laughed.

      “It’s been over a year since Dominic,” said Gina gently. “Don’t you think it’s time to at least try?”

      Kendra opened her mouth to explain that she was fine just as she was. But the words refused to come out. Maybe she wasn’t fine.

      “Rebound” meant that you were recovering, coming back from the worst of it, ready for something new.

      Was she even rebound material?

      If she told her friends how shaky she still felt, they’d be supportive, of course. But they were both so freaking happy right now. They wouldn’t be able to relate.

      She let out a sigh as she realized that there was someone who probably could relate. Jason. They could be the Rebound Twins. Both trying to claw their way back to a normal social life after getting punched in the mouth with the Pool Cue of Rejection.

      She shook off the thought. She wasn’t ready for any kind of dating, not even a rebound. This was the time for her to focus on her career—which Dominic had also ruined.

      Luckily, Pop had asked her to help him out with the restaurant. Alvin’s Burgers and Blues had been a great distraction. She’d come back to Lake Bittersweet to lick her wounds, but she wanted more for herself then running a restaurant.

      An idea had been bouncing around in her head ever since she saw the notice at city hall. “Can we stop talking about boys for a minute and discuss the fact that I’m considering a career change?”

      “What?” Alarmed, Carly gripped the edge of the bar. “You’re going to leave us to run this place without you?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s a long process. I might not even get it. Sure, I’m ridiculously qualified and all that. But there’s a lot of old people in charge around here who might not want me to get it. The dreaded board of aldermen.”

      Carly shuddered, since she’d had her own run-ins with the town powers-that-be. “What’s the job?”

      “Town manager. The job where I get to boss everyone around.” She smiled gleefully.

      “Oh my God. That would be perfect for you. As a local business owner, there’s no one I’d rather get bossed around by.” Carly offered her hand for a high-five. Kendra obliged, then high-fived Gina as well. For the first time in a while, she felt some hope. Maybe Dominic hadn’t completely ruined her career and love life in one swoop.

      “What about Alvin? Is he okay running the restaurant by himself?” Gina asked.

      Kendra bit her lip. That would be the hardest part, for sure. Working with her father was great. She’d needed to come home after Dominic had shattered her dreams. But on the other hand… “Do you think he’ll understand that managing Alvin’s was a rebound job?”

      They all laughed. “So you are open to rebounds!” Carly clapped her hands together.

      “Rebound, rebound,” Gina chanted softly.
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      Of course it was inevitable that Jason would run into Gretchen. Lake Bittersweet was small enough that it was impossible to avoid any particular person forever, even if they’d moved to the next town over.

      With the weather finally warming up, he and Galen Cooper decided to take a canoe out for the summer’s first fishing trip. They were carrying Galen’s big double canoe down the pebbled beach when he spotted Gretchen’s strawberry-blond head in a speedboat tied up at the public landing. She wore a visor to keep the sun off her face and bright pink lip gloss.

      Probably watermelon flavored. That was her favorite. He didn’t like the taste of watermelon—too sugary. But he’d never told her that and now it didn’t matter since he’d never kiss her again.

      “You okay, man?” Galen asked. For a wilderness dude, he was surprisingly sensitive. He was Jason’s best fishing bud, a real character, a bristly-haired mountain man more comfortable in the wilderness than around people. He’d been growing his beard out for so long that no one remembered what his face looked like. Every time he tried to cut his hair or shave, he panicked.

      Jason loved the guy because he was so much himself, and besides, Jason got a kick out of most people.

      “Yeah, it’s all good.” He shrugged. Easygoing Jason. Easy come, easy go. That was his motto, right?

      His phone rang, the ringtone telling him his sister Holly was calling. As her surrogate parent, he couldn’t ignore her calls. He motioned to slow down, and dug his phone from his pocket. “Hey, we’re about to go catch dinner. What’s up?”

      “I’m having friends over tonight.”

      “Okay…” Holly was seventeen—a later-in-life surprise for their parents—and had friends over all the time. Even though he’d been her main parental figure since their parents had moved to Minneapolis three years ago, they were more like roommates than anything else. Only occasionally did he have to play the authority figure.

      “One of them has a crush on you. Just a warning.”

      He groaned. “I’ll stay away.” If anything would be guaranteed to make him stay out of the house, it would be one of Holly’s friends with a crush.

      “Thanks.”

      Something in her voice made him pause. “How many friends?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      He waited. The edge of the canoe bit into his other hand, and he adjusted his grip. A slick of green algae on the pebbles made his boots skid a bit.

      “Chloe’s going through a hard time and she started seeing this one guy who’s a fucking bitch-ass loser, so we’re having an intervention.”

      Jason let the curse words flow past without comment. Holly was fierce when it came to defending her friends, and that extended to the language she used. She’s just expressing herself. And I’m not her damn parent.

      When their actual parents had broached the idea of moving their dance studio to Minneapolis, they’d assumed Holly would go with them. But she’d hated the idea of leaving her friends. Their older sister had enough on her plate with her own crew of hyperactive kids, so Holly had begged Jason to let her stay with him. She’d promised she wouldn’t cause any trouble. To prove it, on her first night living with him, she’d announced that she didn’t intend to have sex until she was at least eighteen.

      So far, she’d stuck to her promise. Boys weren’t an issue. Her problems came from her extensive network of friends who texted twenty-four-seven with all kinds of drama.

      “Anything I can do to help? Chloe’s a good egg.”

      “You can start by not calling her an egg.”

      Water splashed onto his boots as they reached the edge of the lake. Catching Galen’s eye, he nodded and they lowered the canoe into the water together. “Listen, I gotta go. We just splashed the canoe.”

      “Who are you going with?”

      “Galen.”

      “Okay, well, whatever you do, don’t bring Galen over. Marissa has a crush on him.”

      Jason nearly laughed out loud. Galen, with his wild black hair and bristly beard, always looked like he’d spent the night curled up under a pile of leaves in the forest. Good to know that didn’t make him immune to teenagers’ crushes. Those hormones were really something.

      “Are you really supposed to be telling me about your friends’ crushes? Isn’t that a HIPAA violation?”

      “Ha ha. But it’s a good point. I wouldn’t tell anyone except for you. Because you know I can kill you in your sleep anytime I want.”

      “Damn, Holly. Are all teenage girls this bloodthirsty?”

      “Welcome to the future. We’re going to run this world. You’re lucky I have your back.”

      Galen beckoned at him, looking impatient. Out of the corner of his eye, Jason saw the speedboat carrying Gretchen ease away from the dock. With any luck, it would be long gone before they made it onto the lake.

      “I’ll see you later,” he told Holly.

      “Much later.”

      “Right. Much later.”

      Crap. Maybe he should crash at Galen’s. Or at the firehouse. Or at Gretch—Dammit. He wasn’t ever going to sleep at Gretchen’s again.

      He wasn’t going to be able to avoid her, either, he realized. The speedboat was lingering near the dock. After he slid his phone back into his pocket, he steadied the canoe so Galen could get in, then slid in after him. By the time they got their paddles out and their strokes synchronized, they were heading right toward the snappy red boat.

      “Ahoy there, Jason,” Gretchen called over the low rumble of the twin 500 horsepower engines. Who needed that much horsepower for a lake it took fifteen minutes to cross? Her new husband, Jack Corsi, was at the helm, ignoring their lowly canoe.

      “Hey, Gretch. What are you doing back in town?”

      “Oh, Jack bought this new boat and wanted to try it out on the nearest lake.”

      The nearest lake? He wasn’t buying that for a second. Had they driven all the way to Lake Bittersweet to rub his face in their newfound bliss? Gretchen had warned him that she wouldn’t wait forever for a proposal. He hadn’t listened.

      Or maybe he had, and just…didn’t really want to propose to her.

      “It’s a beauty,” he said cordially.

      “Did you really call it the Retch?” Galen called to her. “Weird name, but okay.”

      “It’s the Gretch, you idiot.”

      Jason bit back a smile. Gretchen never had liked Galen much. It had probably started the night he’d shown up with a deer strapped to his roof rack and a bloody field-dressing knife he wanted to wash in the sink.

      Galen steered away from the boat, toward his favorite fishing hole where the walleye hung out.

      Jason waved at Gretchen over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of her stepping to the wheel to wrap her arms around her new husband. Quickly, he looked away.

      “You’re better off,” Galen growled. “I hope you’re not eating your heart out over her.”

      “Me? Nah. I’ll be okay.”

      Galen threw a dark glance at him over his shoulder. The deep green waters of the lake whispered past the hull of the canoe. “You sure? You’re not yourself lately.”
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