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  PROLOGUE


  GRIFFIN


  “Arooooo woooo!” Brig howls, brandishing a Hand GrenadeNew Orleans’s famous green tube drink. “Twenty-one. I am twenty”he pauses and bends at the waist, bowing to my brothers and me“one.” Breaking into the Running Man, my youngest brother shuffles along the grimy cobblestones, drunk off his ass, just like the rest of us.


  “He’s twenty-onebuy this man a drink,” Reid, my second-youngest brother, shouts to no one in particular.


  “Buy us all drinks.” Brig twirls in the middle of the narrow, deserted street, arms spread, face cast up to the dark sky. Neon signs advertising big boobs and beer illuminate the area around us, encouraging nothing but high-level debauchery on this densely humid summer night.


  When we told our parents we were going to New Orleans to celebrate Brig, the last Knightly brother to turn twenty-one, they had their reservations. And now that I see Brig and Reid spinning in circles together while the usually uptight and silent Rogan takes video of them, I’m thinking they might have had a point.


  Being the oldest brother, I was tasked with keeping everyone in line, but right about now, I’m seeing double, and all I can focus on is finding a giant soft pretzel with extra salt.


  Corralling my brothers like a sheepdog, I say, “Let’s get pretzels.”


  “But we weren’t done dancing. We were just finding our groove,” Brig complains.


  “We need food. We haven’t eaten since the casino, and that was hours ago.”


  Reid pats his stomach. “Best chicken fingers I’ve ever had, and that honey-mustard sauce, ooooeeee, that was good. What I wouldn’t give for a tub of that as a souvenir.”


  “Mom really enjoyed hearing about all the money you lost on roulette,” Rogan says, squinting past the hair that has fallen over his face as he taps away on his phone. As he’s one of the taller brothers, it’s funny seeing him hunched over, typing on his phone . . . talking to Mom. “Said she owes you a wallop to the head when we get home.”


  “Dude,” Reid complains. “What the hell, man? Why are you reporting things back to Mom?”


  He shrugs, which throws his balance askew and sends him off the sidewalk. He catches himself before falling to the ground and chuckles, a sound I haven’t heard from Rogan in a long time. “She slipped me one hundred bucks to give her all the details about this weekend.”


  “What?” I ask, insulted. I attempt walking in a straight line next to Reid but fail miserably thanks to the uneven cobblestones. “She didn’t give me any money for making sure everyone came back alive.”


  “That’s because you’re already the oldest brother. It’s in the job description,” Rogan says, walking past me in his tight, form-fitting clothes, still texting. Of the four of us, he’s the only one with any sort of fashion sense. I tend to stick with regular jeans and a T-shirt. It’s how I’m most comfortable.


  “It’s true,” Brig cuts in, strollingor more accurately, stumblingahead of me. “Being the oldest means you’re our designated voice of reason.”


  “What about Jen? Technically, she’s the oldest,” I answer, speaking of our older and only sister, who was too busy taking her kids to their nonstop activities to come on this trip. Though honestly, I think she wanted to stay as far away from this weekend as possible. I don’t blame her. We’ve been hell on wheels since we arrived. “Shouldn’t she hold any kind of responsibilities?”


  All three of my brothers exchange looks and then shake their heads, laughing. Brig and Reid link their arms through Rogan’s, and the three waltz off like they’re skipping their way down a yellow brick road rather than a derelict, alcohol-encrusted street. I traipse slowly behind them, really focusing on each step I take.


  Do not trip. Do not trip.


  One step at a


  My phone buzzes in my pocket, breaking my focus. With one faulty step, I fall to the side and stumble against a parked car as I reach for my phone in my pocket. Chuckling, I accept the call, my eyes too unfocused to even make out the name flashing across the screen.


  “Hello, this is Griffin Knightly,” I answer. “I’m drunk and am prone to saying stupid things. How may I help you?”


  There’s a soft chuckle at the other end, and my heart starts to race immediately.


  Claire.


  “Hey, you.”


  “Wifeeeeeey!” I stop pursuing my brothers and lean back against the car. Honda Civics: very comfortable for drunk leaning.


  My brothers’ obnoxiously loud laughter fades as my wife’s voice comes through the phone.


  Soft and sweet, just like her skin.


  “Mmm, you sound like you’re having a good time.”


  I lean my head against the roof, not caring about who its owner might be. “I am. We had Huge Ass Beersthat’s what they call themand then made our way through some Grenades, and I also had some white frozen drink at the casino that tickled my fancy.”


  She chuckles. “Oh, you’re really drunk. I can always tell because you start adding a little bit of a British accent in your voice.”


  “Is that so? Cheerio, mate, and good day to you.” I dip my head as a greeting even though she can’t see me.


  “Oh, I miss you. Have you started calling people wankers yet?”


  “No.” I sigh, the liquid mixing around in my stomach. Oh boy. “Not yet, but I can feel it coming on.”


  “Are you going to remember to get on your flight home tomorrow?”


  “Yeah, no problem. We’ve got this.” I yawn and shut my eyes briefly, the ground spinning beneath me. “The white drink was really good.”


  “And how were the cocktail waitresses at the casino?”


  “Not as pretty as you on a Saturday night with that old-lady turtleneck thing you like to wear.”


  She laughs some more. “Good answer. I’ll let you goI just wanted to make sure you’re still alive.”


  “Yup, totally alive, and so are my brothers. Brig, though . . . not sure how much longer he’s going to last. He’s starting to really belt those Disney songs.”


  “I can only imagine what he must sound like.”


  “Not good, babe, not good.”


  “Okay, well, maybe you guys call it a night soon. You don’t want to get into any trouble. New Orleans can be a shifty place if you’re not paying attention.”


  “Don’t worry, babe; we got this under control. I love you.”


  “I love you too, Griffin. Be careful.”


  “Always.” I hang up the phone and put it back in my pocket before staggering after my brothers, who didn’t get very far.


  While unsteadily jogging after them, I trip over a protruding cobblestone and accidentally hurtle myself onto Rogan’s back. He stumbles beneath my weight and tips into Reid, and just like a domino, he slams into Brig, who falls to the ground with a giant crack . . . of wood?


  And sure enough, Brig is sprawled out on a rickety pile of broken wood. My foggy brain strains to comprehend the picture.


  “Oh fuck, my back.” Brig rolls off the wood and clutches himself in pain. “What is that? There are splinters everywhere. I can feel them.”


  “Dude, you broke a table,” Reid points out while I bend down in a clumsy attempt to check Brig’s vitals.


  “Shit, did I?” He sits up, and a giant smile stretches across his face as he swats me away, his sandy-brown hair tousled from his fall, those blue eyes we all share wild with excitement. “Alcohol has given me Hulklike superpowers. Look at that thingI smashed it to smithereens.”


  We all take in what’s left of the table, and I have to admit he really did a number on it.


  “That’s not from Hulklike superpowers,” Reid points out. “That’s straight up from your fat ass eating twelve beignets this morning.”


  “Excuse me.” A thin voice breaks up our banter, and we turn to see an elderly woman step out from a shadowy alleyway. She’s draped in velvet robes, and her face is twisted in anger. “That was my table you smashed.” Her hands are covered with henna tattoos and shake slightly as she points to what’s left of the table.


  Once again, we take in the damage, really trying to give it a good once-over, our alcohol-soaked brains attempting to comprehend what we just did. “Oh shit, that was your table?” Brig asks. “Was it important to you?”


  “It was where I conducted my work.”


  I feel a stab of guilt at her words. “Yeah, it’s where she conducts her work, dumbass.” Reid falls to the ground and tries to put the table back together but fails miserably. “Uh”he glances over his shoulder, two table legs in his hand“what do you do exactly?”


  “I’m a palm reader.”


  I groan inwardly as my guilt quickly dissipates. A palm reader? More like a professional con artist. I mean, how could they possibly be legitimate? Oh, look at that line; it means you will live a long, happy life. And this line right hereyou’re going to be married. Oh, and right here, this says you’re going to have a pool.


  Talk about the most evasive “storytelling” you’ll ever witness.


  “Really?” Brig looks a little too excited, still sitting in the gutter, covered in New Orleans’s finest sewer water. “Will you read my palm? I feel bad I broke your little table, and I want to make it up to you.” Pulling a twenty from his wallet, he waves it in the air as if to say, Come and get it.


  “Dude, she’s not going to tell you anything you don’t already know. You’re a nitwit who can’t see past his own damn feet,” Rogan interjects with an eye roll, voicing what no one else will say.


  With a smack to his stomach and a sharp eye, I step in front of him so he can’t make the situation any more awkward than it is.


  The palm reader eyes the bill quizzically and then snatches it from Brig’s fingertips and sits next to him on the street. I stifle a sigh as Reid, Rogan, and I step closer, our broad shoulders forming a brotherly barricade. A part of me wants to stop this, to pick Brig off the scum-laden streets of New Orleans and drag him to the pretzel joint, but with how invested he looks, I know he’s going to be unmovable.


  Brig holds up his hand. “Take a picture, Rogan, and send it to Mom. Tell her she’s about to find out if I’m going to give her any grandkids.”


  Rogan rolls his eyes and takes a picture while the palm reader gently takes Brig’s hand in hers. Eyes closed, head tilted to the sky as if looking for answers, her fingers dance across Brig’s skin.


  “Oh, that tickles,” he whispers.


  Silently we stare at her, watching her lightly sway with the wind breezing through the narrow streets of the French Quarter.


  She takes a deep breath in through her mouth, eyes still shut, fingers now pressing deeply into Brig’s palm.


  “I see . . . brothers.”


  Oh, for Christ’s sake. Right there, see what I was talking about? Professional con artists, stating the absolute obvious.


  “I have three of them,” Brig says, getting into it.


  “Hell, I’m not drunk enough to watch this,” Rogan comments with a long groan and irritated stance. The palm reader flashes an eerie glare in his direction, sharp and calculating, before returning to Brig’s hand.


  “They’re protective, with big hearts.”


  “You betcha!”


  I roll my eyes. How long is this going to take?


  “They’re going to get you into trouble one day.”


  Brig turns his attention on all of us. “You motherfuckers. I knew you would double-cross me eventually.”


  The palm reader spouts off a few more generic things, Brig interjecting with his commentary the whole time, though I block the rest of the reading out. From what I can tell, it’s all bullshit. The lady is clearly just trying to make a few bucks off of drunk tourists.


  When she opens her eyes, they settle on the three of us watching over our little brother. “Who’s next?”


  Like the moron he is, Reid holds his hand out excitedly. “Please, for the love of all bare boobs on Mardi Gras, tell me I’m going to run my own restaurant again someday. I really need a break here, lady. Give Daddy the good news.” He bounces on his feet, pumping himself up for what I can only imagine is going to be one massive fabrication from this professional liar.


  Rogan scoffs, the most outspoken among us, and presses his hand against Reid’s chest, backing him away from the palm reader. “You’re kidding, right? You didn’t tell Brig anything we didn’t already know. Why would we want to pay you another twenty dollars to hear about how we’re . . . I don’t know . . . wearing shoes, when we could be spending that money on soft pretzels with extra salt?”


  Can’t agree with him more. “Yeah, we’re not interested. I’m sorry my brother smashed your table, though. I’ll keep a better eye on him.” I nod my head toward the lit-up street behind us. “Come on, dude, let’s go get a pretzel.”


  “What I speak is the truth,” the palm reader insists, standing up and squaring her shoulders.


  “Yeah, we know, because you said the obvious. He has brothers who are going to get him into trouble.” I roll my eyes again. “Pretty sure our three-year-old nephew could have predicted that.”


  “Yeah. Sorry, lady.” Rogan helps Brig to his feet. “You’re a hoax.”


  “Here.” I reach into my pocket, wanting to solve the problem quickly and get the hell away from this lady. “Here’s forty more dollars for a new table. I’m sorry Brig’s beignet butt smashed it.”


  Looking irritated, the lady comes closer. “What I do is not a hoax. It’s sent to me straight from the cosmic forces above.”


  A strangely chilly gust of wind whips by us as we all take a moment to glance around, silently communicating about the batshit crazy woman in front of us. And almost in unison, we throw our drunk heads back and guffaw.


  Midchuckle, Rogan holds on to Brig for support and gasps, “Cosmic forces! Shit, that’s good.” He wipes at his eye.


  She shoots a venomous glare in our direction, spending at least five seconds apiece on each of us, never wavering her stare, only letting it grow more and more intense. We fall silent, our laughter blowing away with the wind.


  Sheesh, she’s fucking scary.


  “You’ll regret this,” she sneers.


  Okay, this is getting to be a little too intense. Time to get out of here. But Reid seems to have other plans, his anger taking over. Classic Reid. I can see it in his shaking shoulders, in his clenched jaw: the anger he harbors for other reasons has surfaced and is about to come out.


  “Oh surrrre.” His voice drips with sarcasm. Typical Reid. Placing my hand on his stiff chest to calm him down, I start to guide him away.


  But not quickly enough . . .


  Another gust of wind blows past us, this one stronger than the other, pushing me back a step as street trash whips around us. When I turn to the lady again, she’s standing with her arms spread, head tilted toward the dark sky. Her velvet robes blow angrily in the strengthening wind.


  With bone-chilling conviction, her words pour forth:


  “Those who belittle and make others feel worse will feel the ungodly wrath of my curse.” Snapping her head forward, she eerily points to all of us, and we draw close together as the wind blasts us from behind. “Listen to me, to the words I have spoken.” Her voice grows stronger, louder, more sinister. “From this day on, your love will be broken. It isn’t until your minds have matured that the weight of this curse will forever be cured.”


  She slams her arms down to her sides, and the wicked winds die down, the litter that was whirling around us like some kind of tornado feathering down to the street. The palm reader stands idly, eyes lasering in on us.


  What the fuck just happened?


  Reid and Brig are gripping tightly to my arms; Rogan’s knuckles are white as they clutch Brig’s shoulder. I scan each of my brothers, making sure no one has turned into a rooster head or any crazy shit like that. Together, we take a deep breath, and


  Reid starts laughing again, but nervously this time. “Okay, lady, thanks for the ‘curse.’” He uses air quotes and then nods in the opposite direction. “Pretzels, here we come.”


  I cast one last glance at the palm reader, eyes boring in on our backs, a chill running up and down my spine.


  Rogan and I follow close behind as Brig brings up the rear. “Hey, wait up,” he calls out. “You guys, I think she was serious back there. She actually cursed us with broken love.”


  I bite my tongue as we round a corner, not wanting to project my niggling, alcohol-induced fears on my younger brother, but honestly, that entire situation back there was pretty alarming. Where the hell did all that wind come from?


  But being the protective older brother, I wrap my arm around Brig’s neck and pull him close to me. “There is no way you’re going to believe that, are you?”


  “I mean, there was wind and shit.” Yeah, the wind got me too, bud.


  Rogan rolls his eyes. “It’s called coincidental timing. There’s no way she controlled the wind and set some crazy curse on us. That just doesn’t happen in real life.”


  “But what if she really did?”


  Wanting to ease the anxiety in my very gullible little brother, I shake my head. “Brig, I can promise you, that palm reader gets her jollies from scaring tourists. Believe me, there is no broken-love curse. Okay?”
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  Five days later . . .


  “You’re such a good boy, Griffin.”


  Mrs. Davenport looks up at me as she perches on her mauve wingback chair. Hands steepled under her chin, gratefulness shining brightly in her eyes. It might not seem like much, but this right here is why I wanted to become a volunteer firefighter: to help out the people of my small town.


  I twist the cover back onto the smoke detector, pocket the old battery, and hop down from the chair I borrowed from Mrs. Davenport’s little kitchenette set. She lives in a quaint brick apartment building known in Port Snow, Maine, as Senior Row. It’s where all the singles over the age of seventy go to live. It isn’t very big, but they have their fun during the day in the courtyard, hit up the early bird specials out on Main Street, and turn out the lights by eight.


  “Anytime, Mrs. Davenport. You know I’m here to help.”


  I pack up my things quickly, trying to not give Mrs. Davenport an opening for her usual long conversations.


  “Am I your last stop for the day?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Oh, lovely.” She moves some old crossword puzzles clipped from newspapers off the chair beside her wingback and pats the seat. “Why don’t you stay for a bit? Tell me about your wild adventure in New Orleans.”


  I knew that was coming. Happens every time. A week ago, she held down Jim Bryan for over two hours, going into detail about her arthritic hip. Poor guy. He missed dinner and bedtime with his kids. And instead of kissing their little cherub faces good night, he wound up helping Mrs. Davenport into her room after she conked out midsentence.


  I’m not going to let that happen to me.


  No way in hell.


  Wincing, I close my small toolbox and straighten up. “Oh man, I would love to, Mrs. Davenport, but I have a few houses on the way back to the station I have to check up on, or else I would stay.”


  Eyeing me suspiciously, she shakes her finger in my direction. “Griffin Knightly, how dare you lie to an old lady? You just want to go see that wife of yours, don’t you?”


  Desperately.


  Since I’ve gotten back, she’s been on the night shift at the hospital, and our paths have only crossed for a few short, stolen moments. I want nothing more than to lie in bed, snuggle up next to my wife, and watch a movie.


  “You got me, Mrs. Davenport. The missus is waiting. Do you mind? Maybe we can catch up another time.”


  Shakily, she stands, using her cane for assistance. Patting me gently on the forearm, she says, “That sounds nice. I’ll walk you to the door.”


  “No need. I can see myself out. Thank you, though, and if you need anything, let me know.”


  She smiles sweetly and sits back in her chair. “Thank you, Griffin. Say hello to your folks for me.”


  “Will do.”


  I’m out the door in five steps, reaching for my phone just as it starts to buzz.


  Wifey is written across the screen.


  Smiling, I haul my toolbox down the street as I answer the phone. “Hey, babe.”


  There’s silence and then a male voice. “Griffin.” I know that voice. It’s Larson, one of the EMTs in town.


  “Larson, what the hell are you doing with Claire’s phone?”


  “Man . . .” His voice sounds tight, almost as if he’s been crying. “I don’t know . . . shit, I don’t know how to tell you this.”


  “Tell me what?” The hairs rise on the back of my neck.


  “It’s Claire . . .”


  I stop midstride, my feet feeling like they’re being weighed down by cement, my chest seizing, wrapping around my heart, my lungs. The air is squeezed viciously from my body as a piece of me slowly breaks in two.


  Those words, those eerie words, reverberate in my mind, spoken with such malice, with unpredictable promise . . .


  From this day on, your love will be broken.


  Rattling around in my head, echoing, spoken over and over again. The wind picks up, smacking me hard in the chest, and leaves twirl around me, a sense of dread looming over my now-shadowed heart.


  There’s no way . . .


  CHAPTER ONE


  GRIFFIN


  Two years later . . .


  Beep, beep, beep.


  “Ughhhhhh,” I groan into my pillow. The blaring sound of my alarm went off just as my dream was getting good. Why does it always seem to go off when I’m about to win an unspecified major award? I’ve always won something, but I never get to find out what kind of prize it is. Who knows? It could be the leg lamp from A Christmas Story.


  But hell if I’ll ever find out.


  Pressing the stop button on my phone, I roll onto my back, my eyes adjusting to the morning summer light drifting through the sheer white curtains hanging in my bedroom.


  Like every morning, I glance to my right and take in the untouched pillow, the empty nightstand, the opposite side of the bed forever cold.


  Even though it’s been two years, the pain is still there.


  The guilt.


  The weight of what-ifs playing over and over in my head.


  What if she hadn’t had such a strenuous job?


  What if I missed a sign?


  What if I had been there?


  What if I’d never gone to New Orleans?


  I shake the negative thoughts out of my head, not wanting to start my day in another emotionally distraught stupor.


  I swing my feet to the side of the bed and press the palm of my hand to my eye, wiping away any leftover sleep. Taking a deep breath, I hop out of bed, my feet landing on the newly refurbished hardwood floors of my little Cape Cod–style house. Padding across the floor, the summer heat not yet suffocating the top floor in the early-morning hours, I make my way to my bathroom, flip on the shower, take a leak, and then glance at myself in the mirror.


  Old.


  Yup, I look fucking old.


  I lean forward and inspect myself, letting the shower heat up.


  I’m thirty, but I don’t feel thirty.


  My bones ache.


  My ankles crack with every step I take.


  My back is two bunker gears away from giving out on me.


  And those wrinkles near my eyes. Fuck, they’re bad. Deep and angry, aging me at least ten years.


  My throat pulses, making me let out a few rasping coughs straight from my semiblackened lungs. Two days ago we put out a fire in an abandoned warehouse along the harbor, and I’m still feeling the effects.


  Usually my voice recovers quickly after I put out a fire, but this time, it seems like the smoke settled in my throat. Grainy and weathered, that’s how I sound.


  Sighing, I step into the shower, letting the water cascade through my short brown hair and down my back, but only for a few secondsI don’t grant myself much time to get ready in the morning, since I prefer to sleep.


  I’m in and out in five minutes, drying off and then putting on my usual summer uniform of jeans and a crew neck shirt with a giant lobster on the front. In bold lettering, it reads, The Lobster Landingmy family’s gift shop.


  The gift shop and bakery is famous, not just in Port Snow but throughout Maine. My parents have built their little fudge shop into a confectionary and artisanal haven, patronized by locals and tourists alike. It’s a must-see attraction on Maine’s tourism websitenumber three, to be exact.


  And not only is it our family business, but it’s mine to run now; well, at least unofficially it’s mine to run. Someday it will solely be mine. My parents still handle the books, but day-to-day operations come down to me. Which is why I’m up early every daysometimes after a long night of firefightingheading into the shop to make sure everything is ready for a fresh batch of tourists.


  Taming my short strands, I run a quick towel through my hair, throw a little pomade in my hand, do a quick style, and brush my teeth, and I’m out the door.


  The morning haze lifts off the soaked grass from light showers the night before, the sun barely peeking up past the crest of the ocean as Port Snow natives mill about, preparing their shops and restaurants for the day’s traffic.


  The walk to the shop is short and brisk, the familiar sounds of the waves crashing into the rocky harbor like a joyful prelude to what the day will bring. My spirits can’t help but lift as I approach the Landing. It’s the only white building on the block, covered in white shake shingles with vibrant red trim, showcasing a distinct teal door. Quaint flower boxes full of blossoming red and green hues spill from its windows, and I’m reminded of just how far we’ve come, the kind of legacy my parents built for future generations of Knightlys.


  Jen, my older sister, is there to greet me when I reach the front door. She’s sitting on the kitschy lobster-shaped bench in front of the shop, legs crossed, coffee mug in handshe doesn’t believe in to-go cupsand one of her fingers twirling her long brown hair, which is held tight in a ponytail.


  “Good morning.” She stands when I reach her.


  “You could have opened, you know.”


  She takes a sip of her steaming coffee. “I know, but I didn’t feel like it. Zach’s in charge of the kids this morning, so I wanted to enjoy some silence. It’s his turn to deal with the twins from hell and their demonic brother.”


  Unlocking the front door, I let my sister in first, a smile on my face. “Braxton is demonic now?”


  Jen goes straight to the fudge counter, where she starts unwrapping all thirty of our unique flavors, including key lime pie, maple walnut, and candy explosionto name a fewwhile I head to the back office. “I swear to God, it’s like living with you fools all over again. Even though he’s only five, he already has the Knightly-brother blood running through his veins. And let me tell you this”she pauses and points at me“the minute that boy starts sticking my underwear in the freezer like you four cretins used to, he’s moving in with you.”


  From the back of the shop, I bring a fresh cash drawer to the old-fashioned register resting at the front of the shop. It’s original to the store and still fully functioning, adding an extra bit of historical charm to the space.


  “I take no responsibility for Braxton’s bad behavior. You know that’s Brig and Reid’s doing.”


  “But he likes you best.”


  “Can’t blame the guy for having good taste.” I wink at Jen just in time to see her roll her eyes.


  “Dad got the new fudge catalog in.”


  Oh Christ.


  It’s the worst piece of mail that could ever arrive at my parents’ house. It’s like Christmas Day for my dad but pure horror for the rest of us.


  A bound booklet of seasonal fudge recipes from the supplier, full of colorful graphics, it sweeps our dad, the consummate dreamer of confectionary creations, right off his feet.


  Highlighters are uncapped.


  Notes are taken.


  Endless fudge fantasies are created.


  And the family is put to work not only making the fudge but eating it.


  Oh, woe is me, right? Poor Griffin has to eat fudge. Well, when you’ve been eating it for about thirty years, there’s a limit to how much fudge you can actually digest.


  I’ve reached my limit, and so has Jen.


  Brig and Reid still have a few more years under their belts.


  And Rogan . . . well, the guy is a health nut and refuses to put any sort of sugary substance in his body. He hasn’t eaten a bite of fudge since 2007.


  “Mom couldn’t hide it before he got the mail?”


  Jen shakes her head, arranging flavor after flavor of our famous fudge on the marble counter, ready for taste testing and purchasing. “She knows better than to hide that thing again. Last time, when he found it in the trash, he didn’t let up for days about how she was stifling his creative flow. And he said he wanted to try out a few new recipes before the big Fall Lobster Fest.”


  Sounds about right.


  The Fall Lobster Fest is one of Port Snow’s largest attractions. It kicks off the season of pumpkin-spice lattes and apple-cider doughnuts, and every year, my dad goes all out, catering toward fall flavors, coming up with the theme for our booth, and creating an atmosphere of elegance and sophistication, showing off our wide variety of goods and the popularity of the Lobster Landing. It’s a huge deal, something I’ve always helped with but never headed up, something my dad still holds on to, unable to truly trust anyone to take it over.


  Moving on to the small bakery case beside the fudge, I wheel over the rolling baking racks that have fresh-from-the-oven baked goods our in-house baker, Craig, creates at three in the morning . . . every day.


  Scones.


  Cinnamon buns.


  Cider doughnuts.


  And all the turnovers your little heart desires.


  It’s one of my favorite parts of setting up the shop, the smell of fresh baked goods. Not to mention the specialty pies in the back just waiting to be boxed up and paid for.


  “So what’s the damage?” I ask, placing the scones on a white display platter with tongs. “How many new recipes are we going to have to try?”


  “Mom said only five.”


  “Only five? But we have thirty flavors already.”


  Jen gives me a pointed look, not even halfway through unloading all of the fudge. “You think I don’t know that? Mom said Dad was going to put some flavors in the fudge graveyard.”


  Ahh, the fudge graveyard, where old flavors go to rest. We only bring the dead flavors back out for special occasions. “Good.”


  “Yeah. Mom put the kibosh on adding any new flavors when we hit the thirty mark.”


  “That’s why we love her.”


  The bell that hangs over the front door chimes as Brig struts in, a breakfast sandwich in hand. The bell was installed when my parents first opened for business over thirty-five years ago, but now it’s only heard during the early hours of the morning, when it’s just my siblings and methe store is usually too packed and noisy at any other time.


  “Morning,” Brig calls out, wearing the same lobster-emblazoned shirt as Jen and me, though his is a little more form fitting. “Thought I’d stop by to see if you guys need any help?” Casually, he makes his way around the shop, inspecting every detail. Running his finger along the clear glass bakery coolers, taking in the unique lobster shirts hanging on clothing racks, and even trying on our famous lobster-shaped oven mitts.


  Jen and I both do a double take, our mouths hanging slack with shock.


  Brig never comes in just to see if we need help, and never this early. He’s usually sleeping in at this hour, or at the garage, restoring old Mustangs, which he’s somehow turned into his full-time job.


  Taking the lead, I ask the question on the tips of both our tongues. “Why are you really here?”


  Shock and then insult pass through his eyes, and he clutches his chest as if I just wounded him. Spinning onto one of the red leather-upholstered stools that offer a small seating area near the coffee and tea, Brig gasps. “Can’t a darling brother come in on a Monday to see how his siblings are faring and to offer an extra hand during this busy tourist season?”


  Jen and I exchange glances. “No,” we say at the same time.


  Dramatically, Brig rolls his eyes, stacks his feet on the stool next to him, and stuffs the last bite of his sandwich in his mouth. “Saw a travel group last night over at the Lighthouse Restaurant,” he says through his full mouth. “A bunch of girls getting their master’s and taking a break from a tough summer buried in their books. I happened to overhear they were coming to the Landing for scones this morning. Wanted to help with the rush.”


  Yeah, “the rush.” I’m sure that’s the last thing on my lovestruck brother’s mind. Of all the Knightly brothers, Brig is the hopeless romantic. He’s relentless and thinks he’s going to find love in some off-chance way when he’s least expecting it.


  And yet he’s still single, still looking for “the girl” and driving us crazy while he searches.


  “You’re such a liar.” Jen finishes up with the fudge; its arrangement is rainbow inspired today, the colors all flowing together, beautiful and appealing.


  For how old the shop is, it really has its charm, partly because of the displays my mom so carefully designed and partly because my parents have restored every historical piece of architecture in the joint while keeping everything up to code. Wood-beamed ceilings, bay windows at the front, original hardwood floors, and white shiplap bordering the walls, giving the entire space a light, coastal feel.


  Brig smiles like a fool. “Hey, I can’t help if I think I saw my soul mate last night. Red hair, big brown eyes, freckles for days . . . she was stunning, just sitting there, looking like a goddamn fiery angel.”


  “Why do you keep going after tourists?” Jen asks.


  “Because you never know when you can turn a tourist into a lifer.” Brig wiggles his eyebrows like an idiot before growing serious. “And no one local will even give me the time of day.”


  Rolling her eyes dramatically, Jen eyes me from where she’s making coffee. “And what about you, Griff? Any tourists who’ve caught your eye lately?” Brig’s comment doesn’t escape me; I know full well what he’s talking about, why not one single local girl will even consider going on a date with him, but Jen refuses to acknowledge our “beliefs.”


  Keeping my head down, I make a noncommittal sound and focus on showcasing the pastries. Raspberry scones, blueberry scones with lemon icing, and apple-cinnamon-chip scones. Just keep focusing on the scones.


  “Griffin, I’m talking to you.”


  “And I’m ignoring you,” I answer honestly, not wanting to get into another one of her “you have to get back out there” conversations.


  “It’s been two years.”


  I’m well aware of how long it’s been, believe me. Every day I wake up to an empty bed, a wifeless home. No pink slippers flopping around the house; no You’re Foxy mug being sipped from in the morning and at night; no sweet, addictive laughter bouncing off the walls of my home during a late-night Scrabble match.


  Instead I face empty silence, growing lonelier and lonelier with each passing day.


  “I know,” I mumble, the dull ache in my chest, which I live with on a constant basis, growing.


  “Why won’t you at least let me set you up with Jessica, the head of the PTA? She’s been very vocal about her interest in you. She’s asked me multiple times to set up a blind dateand you know how unusual that is in this town. Besides, you would like her, Griff. She has two kids, both darlings, nothing like my demonic spawn, and she’s really good at yoga, which means she’s flexible.”


  I shake my head. “Not interested.”


  “Griffin, I hate seeing you so alone. It hurts my heart.”


  Taking a deep breath, I plaster on a fake smile. “I’m not alone; I have you fools.” I clear my throat and put an end to the conversation. “Now, come on, we still have some work to do before we open.”


  Jen doesn’t move right away; instead, I can feel her gaze stuck on me. “I talked to Kathy the other day, you know.”


  I squeeze my eyes shut, taking a deep breath, not wanting to get into this with Jen again, not wanting to hear the lecture that follows after, the one where Jen tells me that even though my wife died, her mom didn’t, and I should still talk to her.


  “Jen,” I warn.


  “She worries about you, Griff.”


  “Tell her I’m fine. Now let’s move the fuck along.”


  And that puts an end to the conversation. Thankfully.


  I put the finishing touches on the bakery case, Jen preps the coffee and hot water, and Brig tests the fudgethe guy eats everything he sees and sets out to be more of a barnacle than a helper.


  From the already bustling streets outside, I’m guessing this is going to be a very long and busy day. My only hope of catching a breakfrom both the workday and Jen’s concernis if I’m somehow called in to the station.


  Here’s hoping there’s a cat stuck in a tree somewhere.


  CHAPTER TWO


  REN


  “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  A heavy sigh escapes me. I keep two hands on the steering wheel, my mom’s worried voice booming through my car’s speaker as I drive down the windy back roads of my new home state.


  Maine is a far cry from the arid, dry landscape of Southern California. Instead of tumbleweeds and palm trees lining the road, giant conifers stretch high in the sky, the bottom half of their trunks devoid of branches. Gorgeous scenery is visible through every window of my car, luscious green plants and cute split rail fences separating open fields from the worn-out asphalt of the weary road.


  This place is everything I dreamed of and more.


  “I’m fine, Mom.”


  “And your car works okay? I don’t like that you bought a used car without your father checking it out.”


  “Mom, it’s a very reliable car. I promise.”


  Usually helicopter moms are only motoring around their kids when they’re young, but not mine. She’s constantly hovering over me, making sure I take my vitamins, eat a healthy, well-balanced diet, and make smart, intelligent decisions without being too hasty. She’s morphed me into an overly anxious person I don’t even recognize, and that’s one of the reasons I need this new start: to separate myself from the worrying she’s constantly projecting onto me. And she became even more overbearing after my car accident. I need the separation, the room to breathe.


  I don’t want to be scared anymore.


  I want to be independent, free of anxiety.


  I want to live.


  “But after your accident, you can never be too sure.”


  “Mom, that was a year ago. I recovered, and I want to move on. I think it’s time you moved on too.” Please, for the love of God, move on.


  The sound of my newish car bumping down the road fills the silence while I wait for her to say something. In my mind, I can envision the consternation marring her features, worry set in the wrinkle between her eyes.


  “We almost lost you, Ren.”


  And just like that, at the sound of her worried voice, my annoyance transforms into understanding.


  “I know, Mom, and I know it was really scary for you and Dad, but I’m okay. This move is important to me. I want to show myself I can do this, live past the accident. I’m ready to start this new chapter in my life.” Far away from the constant hustle and bustle of Los Angeles.


  A year ago, as I was coming home from work, a car that was being chased down by the police rear-ended mine on the freeway, launching me into the car in front of me and causing a seven-car pileup, along with a punctured lung, broken ribs, and a head injury that almost cost me my life. It was a long road to recovery, but now that I’m just about back to 100 percent, I’m ready to put the past behind me and start living my new life.


  I need this new start more than anything. A fresh, clean slate, someplace new where I can gain confidence on my own and, once again, take on this crazy world by myself.


  “But why did you have to take a job so far away?”


  “We went over this, Mom.” I let out another long sigh. “I wanted a small town, a place I could connect with, a place where I can slow down and really enjoy life. Of all the schools where I applied, Port Snow gave me the best offer, and it’s a picturesque town, exactly what I was looking for.”


  “It’s across the country.”


  “Well aware, Mother.”


  “Oh, no you don’t. Don’t you ‘Mother’ me.” The playfulness in her voice tells me she’s starting to let up a bit.


  “I know this is hard, but try to be excited for me. And it’s not like you won’t see me in a month or two when you and Dad drive the rest of my things across the country.”


  My dad refused to let me drive a moving truck all the way from California, since driving trucks is what he does for a living. He offered to make it a road trip with my mom when we found out I had to report to a school meeting in late summerbefore either of them could make the trip. So I flew into Portland, Maine, got my seminew car, and started making the drive up north to Port Snow, so I can get settled before the meeting. Clearly, I’m an only child. Not many parents would offer to drive your belongings across the country while you fly. Too bad it won’t be until the fall when Dad has time off.


  Luckily, the cottage I rented is fully furnished, so I don’t have to worry about sleeping on the floor. I do need to find a Target or Walmart, thoughthe kitchen is completely devoid of pots and pans, and I’ll go crazy if I can’t cook.


  “Your father couldn’t be more excited about making the trip. I really think you made his year by asking for help. You know, he’s felt helpless since your accident. Such a hard feeling for a parent to get over.”


  I love my mom dearly, but boy, is she good at laying on the guilt thick, like peanut butter, slathering it on with no possible breathing holes.


  I hastily change the subject. “Hey, Mom, do you think you can send me that list of kitchen essentials we talked about? I really want to make some of your classic King Ranch chicken casserole as one of my first meals at my new place, you know, break it in right, and I want to make sure I have everything I need.”


  “Oh yes, I can do that.” See, if you task her to do something, she forgets to worry. “Would you like it as an email or text?”


  “Email works. Thank you. And I should go. I’m coming up on Port Snow, and I want to make sure I know where I’m going.”


  “Okay, honey. Be safe, and call us when you get settled. We love you.”


  “Love you too, Mom.”


  We hang up, and I let out a long breath, allowing my body to ease back into the leather seats of my little two-door Honda Civic, berry red because it caught my eyea little something spicy to add to my more-than-humdrum existence.


  Oncoming traffic from the left yields as I take a slight right past an old white chapel, the paint chipped and the stained glass windows having seen better days. But it’s still beautiful, so different from the churches back home. Grassy New England meadows and quaint buildings border the road, reminding me that I’m getting closer and closer to my new town.


  Up ahead, a white-and-blue sign comes into view:


  WELCOME TO THE TOWN OF PORT SNOW


  A happy smile, full of anticipation, spreads across my face.


  This is where it all begins, the new chapter in my life.


  New town.


  New house.


  New job.


  New


  “Holy hell!” I scream as a giantand I mean giantbrown moose gallops into the middle of the road. “Moose attack!”


  Hysterically, I swerve my tiny car off to the side, avoiding the Godzilla of all deer, and careen down an embankment, plowing through wild grasses and flowers.


  “I’m going to die. I’m going to die. I’m going to die.” I close my eyes, my body jostling up and down from the hilly terrain, my hands gripped like a vise on the steering wheel.


  Who knew the new chapter in my life would end so abruptly?


  No to be continued . . .


  No happily ever after.


  Instead, I’m going to die, thanks to a suicidal moose!


  “Damn . . . you . . . moose,” I say on each bump of my car as I feel the vehicle catch a surge of air and fly before coming to a halting, crunching stop. My head slams into the steering wheel.


  Ooof.


  My car wheezes; a poof of air whirls in my face right before the airbag detonates.


  No, detonates is much too generous a word, since the bag has expanded to barely full size, and about five seconds too late.


  I blink a few times, my head already starting to throb as a trickle of wetness begins to stain its way down into my eye. I try to gain my bearings, struggling against the flashes of my previous accident.


  The sound of the car crunching.


  The scent of air-conditioning fluid.


  The flashing lights.


  The taste of blood in my mouth.


  My breathing becomes labored, my lungs begging for air, fresh air, the constraints of my car closing in on me . . .


  Wait.


  No!


  It’s okay. You’re okay, Ren.


  Your legs don’t hurt. Your arms are intact, and all limbs are moving.


  This is not like last time, not even a little.


  I take a calming breath through my nose and out my mouth.


  Through my nose and out my mouth.


  I’m okay.


  I check the rearview mirror and spot a small cut above my eye where my head hit the steering wheel. I try to wipe up the blood with my hand, but it’s no use; the cut is a gusher.


  Without a stock of napkins in my new car, I have no choice but to utilize the only other source of absorbent material available. I quickly take off my T-shirt, revealing my new black bralettestupid impulse purchaseand ball up the fabric right above my eye, applying pressure.


  Okay, I just need to take some deep breaths, let the initial adrenaline wear off for a few minutes.


  Deep breaths in and out. In and out. Everything is going to be okay.


  Once I find that I’m calm and ready to face the damages, I grab my phone and purse and go to open my car dooronly to find it’s stuck.


  “What the. . . ?” I pull the lever and push again, but it doesn’t move.


  Looking out the window for the first time, past the T-shirt hanging over half of my face, I focus and take in a very tall tree blocking my door.


  “Oh crap, that’s not good,” I huff. “Thank God for two doors.” I turn toward the passenger-side door and blow the sleeve off my face just in time to see an identical tree blocking in the passenger side as well.


  Like a ping-pong ball, my head bounces back and forth between the two doors, taking in my only two exits. I’m completely blocked off.


  Crap.


  The car hisses.


  Steam billows out from under the hood.


  Something is dripping. Is something dripping? I swear I can hear something dripping.


  Oh God.


  Okay, remember when I said I was calm and collected?


  Not anymore.


  Nope, pure hysteria consumes me in a nanosecond as I fumble for my phone and dial 911.


  Shirt pressed to my forehead, my bra on display for the wildlife to see, I bounce my foot up and down, waiting for someone to answer.


  On the second ring, a voice comes on the phone.


  “911, what’s your emergency?”


  “I’m going to die!” I scream into the phone, spit shooting out of my mouth, hands flying to the roof of my car. I’ve morphed into a frenzied, neurotic person on the verge of a mental breakdownoh God, I’ve become my mother.


  CHAPTER THREE


  GRIFFIN


  I sit on the edge of my seat, ready to pounce out of the truck, the suspenders connected to my pants pulling on my shoulders with every hill and pothole the truck runs over.


  The break from a very busy day at the Lobster Landing is needed, but after listening to the recorded 911 call, I’m feeling a little anxious. The call was choppy, but from what we could hear, a woman was about to die in her car on the side of Route 1 near mile marker 183, just outside of town.


  I’ve been a volunteer firefighter for years now, and even though I’ve been trained in everything under the sun and I’ve seen more tragedy than I’d prefer, I still get a stomach full of nerves every time I’m sent out on a call. The uncertainty of what we’re going to be driving up tothat doesn’t go away.


  And whenever a car is involved, I always think the worst.


  “Are you ready?” Greg, one of my fellow firefighters, asks. “Keep your eyes peeled.”


  Dave, the driver, slows down as we hit the mile marker where the respondent directed us.


  “Over there,” Greg calls out, pointing out evident tire marks in the wild, grassy slope off to the side.


  Dave parks the truck. Greg and I hop out immediately, jogging down the hill to find a small red car wedged between two pine trees and suspended about half a foot above the ground, branches resting on top of the car like a blanket. Steam filters from under the hood, and from a first assessment, I’m thinking this can’t be good.


  “Oh shit,” Greg mutters, echoing my exact thought.


  Not sparing a second, I race through the overgrown grass, my boots sinking into the ground, muddy from the rain showers the night before, as I make my way to the driver’s side door.


  I lean forward, trying to get a good look in the car, and spot a figure lying across the center console of the vehicle.


  Shit.


  Please don’t be dead.


  “Greg, radio the EMT; make sure they’re on their way,” I yell over my shoulder.


  “On it,” he calls out.


  Nerves building up at the base of my spine, I knock on the window with the knuckle of my index finger. “Emergency respondersare you okay?” I shout, trying to get the woman’s attention.


  She doesn’t move. My heart sinks, my instincts kicking in. There’s no getting the car door open, which means I’m going to have to break open the window.


  I pull out my rescue tool, a gadget built for breaking windows, from my holster and peek in the window again. I knock on it once more for good measure, my eyes trained on the woman, my pulse thudding, pounding, rocking my bodyjust as she shoots forward and presses her face against the window, bloody forehead smearing across the glass, pure hysteria on her face, scaring the ever-living crap out of me.


  “Get me out of here!” she screams, pounding on the window.


  Jesus Christ.


  I catch my breath, trying not to show how startled I am by this jack-in-the-box victim popping up.


  “Ma’am, no need to worry. I’m going to get you out of there. Everything will be okay.”


  “Am I going to die?” she asks, pushing what looks like a bloody T-shirt against her forehead. “The car is going to explode any minute, isn’t it?”


  I shake my head. “No, the car should be fine, but I’m going to have to break your window to get you out. Are you able to scoot to the other side?”


  “Yes, I can scoot over. Just be careful with that ax. I’m young and still have so much life to live.”


  This isn’t my first time helping someone as terrified as this woman, but it might be the first time someone has looked this crazed. And is that her . . . bra?


  Forgetting about her clothing, I focus in on the job. “You’ll be just fine. I’m going to use this tool to break the glass.” I raise it up. “Not an ax. EMTs are on their way.”


  “You won’t let me die?”


  “No, ma’am. I won’t let you die. Now just scoot over”


  “It was a moose,” she yells, pressing her spare hand against the window. “A moose did this to me.”


  I nod. Why the hell hasn’t she scooted to the side? And why are we still yelling at each other through the glass? “Okay, ma’am. We can discuss that after I get you out. Please move to the other side of the car.”


  Cautiously she looks at me and then points her finger. “Don’t slash me.”


  “I won’t slash you, I promise.”


  Finally, she scoots over to the other side of the vehicle and curls up against the far door. I grip my rescue tool in hand, and with a quick punch to the window, I crack it and start pulling the glass toward me so I don’t get it all over her seat.


  Once the window is cleared, I lean in and smile at the brown-haired, olive-skinned beauty inside. She’s wearing only a bra and jeans and is pressing a bloody, wadded-up T-shirt to her head. The green in her eyes reads scared, as does the slight tremble in her small body.


  “Are you okay?” I dust off the seat of the chair, clearing out the glass shards.


  “Did you punch the window and break it with your fist?”


  I chuckle and shake my head. “No, I used my tool, but your confidence in my strength is gratifying.” I extend my gloved hand. “Come on, let’s get you out of here and get you to the EMTs. Looks like you have a nasty gash above your eye.”


  “No thanks to my airbag,” she mutters as she crawls over the console.


  When she gets to the window, I help her thread through the broken glass and take her into my arms, scooping her up easily.


  Once she’s fully out, I ask her, “Think you can walk up the hill yourself, or do you need me to keep carrying you?”


  She stares up at me, her eyes traveling back and forth over my features, almost as if she’s absorbing every line and indent. “I want to say I can walk myself, but I think I might be a little too out of it. For the life of me, I keep seeing two of you.”


  Yeah, she’s not walking.


  “Not a problem. I’ll carry you.”


  Greg comes back down the hill and meets me halfway. “EMTs are here.”


  “Great. I’ll take her up there. Hook up the truck and see if you can yank the car loose from between the trees.”


  “Will do.”


  “My clothes,” the girl in my arms shouts. “My clothes are in there, my suitcases! I don’t have anything to wear. I’m new to town and don’t know anyone. This is my first day; I need clothes!”


  Not hard to believe, given that she’s wearing just a bra right now, and even though I’m the upstanding volunteer fireman, I can’t help but notice the swell of her breasts and the valley of her cleavage framed by the black lacy fabric.


  “Greg, grab her suitcases from the back of the trunk and bring them up to me.” I speak to the lady. “Don’t worry; you’ll have clothes.”


  “Thank you, kind sir.” She rests her head against my shoulder and sinks into my hold, and despite myself, the familiar feel of a woman in my arms is alluring.


  You’re rescuing someone, not picking up a woman, Griffin. Christ.


  The hill is pretty steep, and I’m knee deep in grass and mud, struggling more than I would have liked at being the knight in shining armor.


  “Are you okay?” she asks as I grunt, my foot slipping on the slick grass.


  “Yup, just slippery.” My voice is clipped, my mind focusing on one thing and one thing alone: not making myself look like a complete fool.


  Falling down and tumbling head over heels on top of a partially clothed woman is not on my list of things to do today.


  Just a few more feet.


  “Do you need help, Griff?” Dave asks, popping his head out from the truck.


  Ever the consummate hero, I shake my head and take the last few steps, nearly throwing my back out when I slip one more time, but I catch my balance in time to avoid the terrible tumble down.


  Sweet Jesus, that was close.


  I carry her over to the ambulance and set her down in the back on the ledge, where the EMTs, Jessica and Carly, start tending to the cut on her head, asking her a bunch of questions.


  I walk over to the truck, where Dave approaches me from the side. “You know, there were plenty of us who could have helped.”


  “I know,” I answer, digging around the back until my hand connects with something soft. Just what I was looking for.


  “You should have at least waited for one of us to help you.”


  I open up the T-shirt and shake it out, making sure it’s the clean one I keep stashed away for reasons just like this. “She was scared, Dave, and bleeding. She was able to fully hold a conversation with me and wanted out of the car. I took action.”


  “She could have a hurt neck or”


  “She doesn’t, okay? Just a bump on the head.”


  I’ve turned to walk away when Dave calls out, “When did you become a medic?”


  Walking backward, I grin. “Earned my certification this morning.” Dave reads my sarcasm well and mutters something under his breath as he heads down toward the car to help out the rest of the guys while I check on the girl. I let out a deep sigh. Yeah, I should have waited, should have maybe assessed the situation better, but there was something about her that struck me deep in my core, a look that reminded me of Claire, and hell if I didn’t step into action right away.


  “You should have seen it, came out of nowhere,” the girl says, waving her arms about, making Jessica and Carly’s ability to assess her for injuries harder than anticipated.


  Stepping up, I hold out the T-shirt. “Something to cover up with.”


  The girl looks at the shirt and then back up at me, her eyes watering, her lip trembling. Oh Christ.


  “That is the . . .” She sucks in a deep breath and calms herself. “That is the nicest thing anyone has ever done. Thank you.”


  A shirt is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for her? Where is this girl from?


  “We’re going to take you in for some scans just in case.” Carly hops down from the back of the ambulance and heads toward the front while Jessica straps the woman into the gurney.


  “Is that really necessary?”


  “You drove off the road and got stuck between two trees, and you have a nasty cut on your head. We want to make sure everything is good and you don’t have any swelling in your brain.”


  The girl bites her bottom lip and then looks up at me. “I’m really okay.”


  “It might be good just to double-check,” I say, helping out Jessica and Carly. “Don’t worry; I’ll make sure your clothes get to you.”


  “You would do that?”


  “Sure.” It’s not like I have a busy gift shop to get back to or a shift to finish with the fire department. I actually like the distraction. It gives me something other than the mundane schedule of my life to follow. “What’s your name, ma’am?”


  I step into the ambulance, gripping the top of the doorframe with my hand as Jessica starts strapping up the woman.


  “Ren. Ren Winters. I’m new to town. I’ll be teaching algebra in the fall, and I would really like to know what happened to the suicidal moose that stepped in front of my car. Is he dead?”


  I chuckle and take her hand in mine. “I’m Griffin, and I can promise you, the moose is fine. You’re the one we need to worry about. Now listen to these two women; they know what they’re doing.” I give Jessica a high five before hopping out the back. “Get better.”


  I help shut the ambulance doors and give them a pat on the back to let Carly know she’s good to go. Hands on my hips, I stare down the red taillights of the vehicle. Ren Winters, algebra teacher. I wonder if she’s the same woman moving in a few houses down from me, the one who rented the Alabaster Haven, a.k.a. the white cottage on Seagull Lane.


  I’ll have to ask my brother.
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  “Rogan, what’s up?”


  The Har-Bahr, Port Snow’s local bar, is buzzing more than normal. I sit down next to my brother and raise two fingers to the bartender, Calvin, signaling my usual. Water and ice. I don’t drink much, especially when I told the fire station I could be on call anytime; it’s not like I have anything else to do with my nights.


  “Heard about your Hulklike powers stomping up the side of a hill today. Showing off?” Rogan winks at me and takes a sip of what I know is water as well. We’re probably the only two who come to the bar not for the drinks but just to get out of our heads and our houses.


  “Word spread already? That was fast.”


  Growing up in Port Snow, population eight thousand, had its pluses and minuses. The community is like a close-knit family, and whenever someone is in need, we’re there for them. When they say it takes a community . . . Port Snow is that place. But on the negative side, as kids, my raucous brothers and I never got away with anything.


  Accidentally breaking Old Man Wickham’s window while playing baseball.


  Toilet papering every house on Whisper Way.


  Floating a candy bar in the community pool, pretending it was something else . . . yeah, that was a gross one.


  We were caught and turned in to our parents every single time.


  It made dating and breaking curfew extremely hard, but we had our ways.


  And even though getting in trouble with my parents isn’t a concern anymore, gossip still spreads like wildfire; it’s impossible to do anything without the entire town talking about it, including my brothers.


  “Franklin over at the deli said you were huffing and puffing up the hill so much that your shirt ripped open, and you had to grab a new one from the truck. Called you a living legend with pecs for days.”


  Franklin has an appetite for gossip and burly fishermen, not to mention a rather impressive imagination. He’s probably the worst gossip in town besides the old hens who hang out with Mrs. Davenport.


  Calvin sets a water in front of me and moves on to the next customer. We leave a tip every time, so he doesn’t mind us taking up real estate at his bar.


  I take a gulp of water. “I can agree with Franklin on the ‘pecs for days’ comment, but there was no shirt ripping. The woman I helped out of her car actually needed a shirt. She used hers to stop the bleeding on her head, so I gave her a spare.”


  Rogan shakes his head. “News spreads around this town like the worst game of telephone ever played.”


  Couldn’t agree more, but I won’t voice my opinion on the matter. Rogan is a little more jaded when it comes to Port Snow. He’s always had plans for bigger and better things, so I try to tamp down the negative aspects of the town whenever he’s around. I don’t want to push him further away from the family than he already is. He’s one job offer away from moving the hell out of here, and seeing as he’s the brother I’m closest to, I don’t want to see him leave.


  Selfish move, maybe, but he needs this town; he just doesn’t see it yet.


  “Speaking of the rescue today, her name was Ren Winters. Is she the woman who’s renting Alabaster Haven?”


  “Hell if I can remember.” Rogan drags his hand through his hair and pulls his phone from his pocket, unlocking it and opening his email. “Uh, Ren Winters, Alabaster Haven . . . yup, that’s her. Is she not staying now?”


  “I have no idea. I just have her luggage in my truck and figured I would ask so I could drop it off.”


  “Ah yeah, it’s her first day in town, right?” Rogan shakes his head and pockets his phone again, eyes cast forward. “Rough first day in Port Snow. Think I should send her an email and tell her to run the fuck away as quickly as she can?”


  “No.” I take another gulp of water. “Is the key to the house in the lock by the garage?”


  “Yup.”


  “So you’re not going to greet her? Welcome her to Port Snow?”


  “Not even a little.”


  “You’re a shitty landlord, you know that?”


  He takes another sip of his water and nods. “Well aware, bro. But to ease your mind, I’m meeting with her tomorrow to sign her lease. I’ll be sure to ask about your ‘pecs for days.’”


  I chuckle. “Fuck off, man.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  REN


  When it comes to parents, a child has the right to filter their life. Meaning we have the right to tell or not tell them everything that’s happening in our lives. This is out of pure preservation. You’re saving them from worryand saving yourself from the headache of dealing with them.


  To put it simply, there is no way in hell my parents will hear about my little moose encounter.


  Not even a chance.


  Because if they knew I spent my first day in Port Snow trapped in a car and bleeding from my head because a moose decided to test the boundaries of spatial awareness with vehicles, they would be flying out to Maine tomorrow to take me home.


  Nope, they don’t need to know about that little incident, or the stitches in my forehead, or the fact that I’m going to have to spend a nice little chunk of change fixing a car I just got. By some miracle, when I spoke briefly with the automotive shop, they said that little cretin of a vehicle isn’t completely totaled. All it needs is some bodywork and a new radiator, and that’s it. What are the odds?


  Inconvenient ones, that’s for sure.


  “New to town?” the Uber driver asks, glancing in the rearview mirror as he hits the brakes at a four-way stop.


  “Yes, just moved from Los Angeles.”


  The driver nods. “You’re the woman Griffin Knightly saved, right? I can’t believe he rescued you from the treetops and swung from branch to branch to safety with you strapped to his back. The man is a real hero.”


  Brow furrowed, I lean forward so I can hear him a little better. “Excuse me?”


  “Yeah, heard he grunted like Tarzan while doing it.” He shakes his head in amazement. “That Griffin Knightly, a true treasure in this town, at least when it comes to rescuing people. But even if you find his Tarzan ways attractive, I would stay far away from the man. He’s had a bad case of love.”


  I pull on my ear, making sure I heard him correctly, unsure how to take any of it. “Swung from a branch? I think you might be mistaken, sir. He popped my window open and then carried me up a hill. There was no Tarzan swinging or clinging to his back.”


  “Really?” The man’s eyes narrow before lighting up again. “Ahh, I like my story better. Has more flair.”


  Flair, for sure, but completely and utterly wrong.


  “Are you okay? Heard you had a concussion and five broken plates in your skull.”


  Goodness, who is this man’s source?


  “Not to be rude, but where are you getting this information from?”


  “Oh, you know”he waves his hand around“here and there.”


  “Well, your ‘here and there’ isn’t quite accurate. I just got a bump on the head and a few stitches, with a minor concussion. That’s all.”


  “Huh, really?” He thinks about it for a second. “Broken brain plates sounds better, more traumatic. You should really stick with that story.”


  This man is insane.


  With the sun setting in the rearview mirror, he drives down a narrow road toward the edge of the water, little coastal houses on either side. A path at the end of the road leads to the beach, the waves reflecting hues of pink and orange from the sky. The scenery, the proximity to the beach, was one of the reasons I chose to rent the Alabaster Havennot only because the name is a dream, but because it’s so close to the ocean.


  “This is it, cute little . . . oh, look who it is: Tarzan himself.”


  Huh?


  I tear my eyes away from the ocean to find Griffin standing on the front porch of the little cottage, tall and handsome in a pair of worn jeans and a tight-fitting white shirt with a lobster on the front, which I notice squeezes his biceps. Oh my, how did I miss the fact that this man is a stone wall of muscle? Maybe because I was bordering the line between scared to death and hysterical.


  I’ll be honestdespite my embarrassment over what happened, I’m not mad that he’s here. I’m just wondering why.


  “Uh, thank you for the ride.”


  “Not a problem. My name is Wallace, and there is one other guy who drives around town as well. Make sure to rate me five stars. Bart, the other driverrate him as a four.” I slide out of the car, and he gives me a wink just before I shut the door. Only two Uber drivers? How does that work?


  Trying not to think too much of it, I walk down the cute cobblestoned pathway that leads to the house, eyes trained on the man in front of me; he has his hands stuffed in his back pockets and a sincere expression on his face.


  Shyly, I wave. “Hello again.”


  “Hey.” He steps down from the porch, and that’s when I see my luggage, just like he promised. Oh, thank God. “How are you doing?”


  The smooth rumble of his voice ignites a wave of heat inside of me. I try to act as casual as possible even though I’m wearing his shirt and have a giant bandage on my head, and only a few hours ago he saw me crazily pressing my bloody face against a car window.


  “Good. A minor concussion and a few stitches, but nothing to worry about. I didn’t even think I had a concussion. I don’t remember blacking out. But you know what I do remember?” I shake my finger at him. “That moose. What kind of animal goes suicidal on a country road? I don’t get it.” Frazzled from seeing him again and suddenly self-conscious, I add, “Do you have a lot of moose like that around here? Risk-takers?”


  The chuckle that resounds from his chest easily cloaks me with a warmth I haven’t felt in a long time. “Risk-taking moose? Yeah, we do. A lot of the calls I get at the station have to do with cars and the moose popping out of nowhere. Although yours was the first car that was sandwiched between two trees and suspended off the ground. That was impressive. We took pictures for you, in case you wanted to see the type of driving you’re capable of.” He flashes me a smile, and a wave of butterflies takes flight in my stomach, sending my hormones into a frenzy. “But in all seriousness, you’re lucky you were able to somehow direct your car between the two trees. Not sure what the outcome would have been otherwise.” He smiles. “I’m glad you’re okay.”


  And my heart just leaped in my chest. He cares, and that’s really freaking sweet.


  Should I thank him for his service? Ask him out? See if he wants to be my Tarzanlike nurse?


  Slow down there, Ren. The man had to carry you out of your car today as you hysterically yelled you were going to die. Pretty sure the last thing on his mind is finding out your relationship status.


  “I do feel really lucky.” Especially after what happened the last time I was in a car accident. “But the picture might be fun to look at sometime. I could stop by the station and thank you all properly for your help this week.” I try to put a light spin on the whole day. Honestly, if I think about it too much, I’ll start to have a panic attack, and that’s the last thing I need right nowespecially in front of Griffin.


  He rocks on his heels. “The guys would like that.” He nods toward the porch behind him. “Brought your luggage over. Your car has been towed to Brig’s, and if you need anything, I’m three doors down and across the street in that gray house with the shake shingles.” He leans over and points.


  I follow his finger and spot a modest Cape Cod–style house with beautiful flower boxes, an American flag at a forty-five-degree angle, and a giant pine tree in the front, providing a blanket of shade beneath it.


  “Wow, that’s a coincidence.”


  “Yeah.” He eyes me. “Shouldn’t you have someone staying with you tonight since you have a concussion?”


  I wave him off. “I didn’t get a concussion.”


  “And yet the doctors thought you did.”


  “I think they were trying to make things sound worse than they are. You know doctors, am I right?” I nudge him, and he doesn’t move.


  Don’t touch him, Ren.


  “Anyhoo, thanks for the ride up the hill and the luggage . . . how did you know I was living here?”


  Bashfully he smiles. “News travels fast.”


  I’m starting to learn that rather quickly. Which reminds me. I lean forward and look around to make sure there are no prying eyes or ears. “Is it normal for stories to be exaggerated in this town?”


  He tilts his head back and laughs, the sound rich in my ears. “Yeah, the gossip train is a long one, so be careful what you say to anyone.” He pats me on the shoulder as he starts to walk by. “Welcome to Port Snow, Ren. Let me know if you need anything.”


  With that, he takes off down the street, hands in his pockets, head tilted down. I take a few seconds to observe him, his long gait, the way his jeans fit snugly to his high, tight ass, and the broad shoulders that stretch his shirt wide, only to narrow down at his waist.


  I might have entered Port Snow with a bang, but at least I was rescued by a man I don’t mind living a few houses down from.
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  Just as I suspected, there aren’t many kitchen supplies in the house, not even a coffee maker, just some furniture and a sleeping bag that will serve as bedding tonight. Not wanting to go out with a bruised forehead, I order a pizza, which is enthusiastically delivered by Bart . . . the other Uber driver. Looks like he does Uber Eats, too, which definitely gives him a leg up on his competition. Seems to me like Bart might have a better grasp on his business than Wallace does. I give him five stars because I can’t be partial.


  After a long, hot shower, keeping the water away from my forehead, I dress in my comfy pj’s and plop myself on the couch with my computer and the pizza box, settling in for a Netflix binge. Thank God the Wi-Fi is already available.


  And just when I’m about to cue my show, my phone buzzes next to me.


  My mother.


  I know I have to answer it, or else I’m going to have a situation on my hands, on top of a damaged car and a cracked-open forehead.


  “Hey, Mom,” I answer.


  “Ren Juniper Winters. Why on earth haven’t you been answering my phone calls?”


  Because I was in the emergency room getting stitched up.


  Because my car was lodged between two trees.


  Because I was ogling my new neighbor and reminiscing about how he’d effortlessly carried me up a grassy embankment.


  But I don’t tell her that. I don’t want to give her a heart attack.


  “Sorry, Mom, I’ve been really busy getting settled and meeting some locals.” Not a lie. I met some locals for sure. The EMT ladies, doctors, firefighters . . . you know, the basics.


  “Well, you could have at least texted me. I was worried sick over here.” My mom, worried? Nooooo.


  “Sorry about that. I’m just sitting down eating some pizza now.”


  “Oh, is it good? I bet it’s better than what we have out here. I heard New England has amazing pizza.”


  “It’s pretty good. I’m impressed. Glad it’s a place I can rely on when I’m too tired to cook anything.”


  “That’s wonderful, honey. How’s the house? An absolute dream like the pictures online?”


  “And so much more. I can smell the ocean from the living room window, and I can hear the waves crash into the shore. The entire house is quaint. The walls are covered in white shiplap, and the floors are to die for. Seriously, I don’t know how I was able to score this place for so cheap. Seems like a miracle.”


  My mom chuckles. “You’re just so used to Los Angeles prices that this is a shock to you.”


  “It really is.” I pause and take in the charming little house, feeling more content than I’ve been in a long time. “I’m really happy I made this move, Mom.” Despite the suicidal moose that will not be spoken of.


  My mom sighs on the other end of the phone. “Even though I wish you were still a stone’s throw away from us, I’m glad that you’re happy. It’s all I want for you.” She pauses for a second. “Now, don’t go falling in love out there, you hear me? I couldn’t bear if you had children so far away from me.”


  Falling in love . . . pfft.


  But then Griffin’s face pops into my head, his strong features and mesmerizing eyes, the color of the ocean. His sweet smile, his concern, his . . . body.


  I’m sure hordes of women throw themselves


  Something pops into my head, something Wallace said: that Griffin was given a rough hand at love. Is that what he said? I was so caught up in the swinging-from-trees story that I’m having a hard time remembering.


  It doesn’t matter, though; I’m sure I’m not his type, especially given the way we met. I wonder what he truly thinks of me. Hot mess or genuine lunatic. At this point, I think I would settle for hot mess.


  “Mom,” I say, chuckling, “that’s a big jump, don’t you think?”


  “Never too early to warn you. Have fun, but not too much fun.”


  “And what if I love it so much out here that I decide to become a true local? What would you do then?”


  “Then I’m going to have to move in next door to you.”


  I laugh and shake my head. “Helicopter mom.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  REN


  When I first researched Port Snow, I noticed the town is simply laid out, all roads leading to Main Street, where all the shops and restaurants are located beside a few random businesses on the outskirts. But its charm comes not just from this simplicity but from all the care its residents put into keeping it pristine. Details make the town so quaint and irresistiblefrom the hanging potted plants evenly placed over the sidewalks to the cobblestoned streets. Every shop is brightly colored, either with accents or with pastel facades. It’s a beautiful combination of Charleston, South Carolina, and New England.


  Since I don’t have food, a car, or any kitchen supplies, I decide to venture out on foot to the local coffee shop, Snow Roastwhere I’ll also be signing my lease!and then to the auto shop to find out about the damage on my car.


  Dressed in a simple yellow dress, my long brown hair tied into a bun on the top of my head, I lock up the house and tuck the key in my cross-body brown purse, ready for the short walk and my first full day in Port Snow.


  The waves crash behind me, the ocean air whipping up the hem of my dress, which I quickly push down before I give my new neighbors a show, making a mental note that dresses can be dangerous. As I walk down Seagull Lane, I take in the other houses, pristine and well cared for, with their shake shingles and wooden shutters. When I reach Griffin’s place, I can’t help but study it for a brief moment, in awe at how beautifully kept it is. The lawn trimmed and edged, the flowers in the flower boxes vividly growing to their full potential, and the shake shingles on the house perfectly sun bleached, giving the house that coastal charm without looking old.


  It’s so


  The front door slams shut, and before I can move on, Griffin strides toward me, a smile on his face, seemingly pleased to catch me staring at his house.


  “Hey there, neighbor.”


  Embarrassment flushes over my face. Caught in the middle of staring. Great. “Uh, hey.” I shyly wave and then start up the street at a quick pace, power walking with a purpose. Could I be any more awkward around this man? He saw me in my bra acting like a crazed woman; I want to avoid all clumsy conversations.


  “Hey, wait up.” Guess he has other plans. Griffin jogs after me, and within seconds, he’s walking by my side, pulling on my shoulder to slow me down. “Hold on,” he says, chuckling. “Glad to see you woke up and the concussion wasn’t too serious. How are you feeling?”


  I slow my pace, realizing that he wants to chat and there’s no stopping the interaction. And even though he caught me blatantly staring outside his house, mouth open like a carp, I wouldn’t mind a little neighborly chat with him.


  “There was no concussion.” I roll my eyes. “But I’m feeling better. I have a little headache this morning, but that’s to be expected, since I slammed my head on my steering wheel yesterday. Other than that, I’m doing well.”


  “Glad to hear it.” He’s wearing the same white shirt as last night, his hair a little damp from a shower and his face freshly shaved. He smells of soap and laundry detergent, and it’s pulling me closer to his side as we walk down the street toward Main. “Are you headed to get breakfast?”


  “Yeah, I’m meeting my landlord at Snow Roast to sign my lease, making me an official resident. Then I’ll head over to the auto shop to figure out what to do with my car.” It might sound silly, but signing the lease is like the final step of moving in; it’s a relief and makes everything feel so official. Like I’m finally a Port Snowian . . . is that what they call themselves? Hmm, I’m going to need to look into that.


  Griffin nods. “Well, I’m headed to Snow Roast as well; we can walk together.”


  “That would be nice. If you don’t mind, maybe you can point out some of the other shops to me, give me your opinion on them.”


  “My opinion? Not sure if you want that.” He winks and then turns his attention back to the road. “I’ve lived here my entire life, so I might be a little jaded. I know too much about the people in this town.”


  “So what they say about small towns is true? Everyone’s in your business?”


  “Yup, and since you just moved here, be prepared to have a lot of people whispering behind your back, especially with the way you came screaming into town. The best story I heard last night was something about me swinging from trees to save you.”


  “Ugh. The Uber driver told me that one too.”


  He nods knowingly. “Wallace or Bart?”


  “Wallace.”


  Griffin shakes his head. “Wallace, the exaggerator. Watch what you say to him; he’ll twist it into his own story and then spread it around to every person he drives, and let me tell you, he drives a lot of people, especially the elders.”


  “The elders?” I ask as we turn onto Main, the colorful buildings that line the street leading toward the boardwalk and the harbor, where fishing, lobster, and tour boats are docked. Tour signs placed up and down the street promise a great view of the trail of famous lighthouses surrounding Port Snow.


  Abruptly, Griffin stops and leans in close, speaking from the side of his mouth. “To your left, at the corner, there’s a group of old people congregating in front of the general store. Those are the elders and the biggest gossips in town. Tell them something, and everyone will find out within an hour. Trust me on this.”


  From the corner of my eye, I take in the group of older gentlemen huddled around a newspaper stand, canes and walkers in hand. They look innocent enough, but I can see how they could cause a stir.


  “Okay, noted.”


  He nods in the other direction. “Come on, this way.” He heads toward the end of the street, where there’s a giant white building covered in shingles and red trim with a bright teal door. It grabs my attention immediately, and I smile at the store’s sign.


  “The Lobster Landing. That’s what’s on your shirt, right?”


  “Yup. My family owns the business. If you’re looking to gain a few pounds, come to us; we’ll fill you up with fudge and pastries, dress you in all the lobster gear, and send you on your way.”


  “Fudge and pastries? Uh-oh, that can’t be good for my hips. So do you go there often when you’re not working at the station?”


  “I actually volunteer at the station and work full time at the Landing. I’m in charge of all the day-to-day business. My parents semiretired and have casually been stepping aside.”


  “Really? Wow, you must be busy, then.”


  “You can say that. I enjoy the work, though.” He points to the other side of the street. “We can cross here.” Since the roads are still pretty clear, we make it across without having to pick up our speed, which I’m grateful for. I’m finding myself savoring his company, wanting to draw out our conversation as much as I can. “Up that little hill over there is the school, K through twelve. I’m assuming that’s where you’ll be working. Not much of a walk from your house, but during the winter, I would get your car running; the windchill alone might freeze you in place.”


  “Moving here, I realized I might suffer the first couple of winters trying to get acclimated, but I’m ready for the challenge, ready for the seasons. Southern California doesn’t provide you with much change when it comes to seasons, so I’m kind of excited to see what a real New England fall is like.”


  As we arrive at the coffeehouse, Griffin reaches out and opens the door for both of us. Such a gentleman. We step inside, and I’m immediately hit with the sweet scent of freshly brewed coffee and then taken aback by the exposed brick, plank hardwood floors, and exposed beams in the ceiling. Decorated in earthy tones, the coffeehouse somehow manages to pull off a country-industrial feel.


  “The fall will blow your mind, trust me. Unlike anything you’ll ever see. And even though the winter will freeze your eyelids shut, it’s still beautiful.”


  “Hey, Griff,” the lady behind the counter calls out. “Heard you rescued a damsel in distress yesterday. Did you really scale a tree with just a rope to get to her?”


  Chuckling and shaking his head, Griffin walks up to the counter. “Come on, Ruth, you know better than to believe that crap.”


  “I know,” she says wistfully, rolling her pretty brown eyes up to the ceiling. “But it’s fun to think about. Let me indulge.”


  “No,” he answers, smiling. “Not when the damsel in distress is standing right next to me.”


  Ruth blushes, standing upright and smoothing down her dress. She can’t be much younger than me, her blonde hair just touching her shoulders and her lips beautifully wide like Julia Roberts’s. I bet she has a great laugh just like her too.


  “Oh, I’m sorry.” She holds out her hand. “I’m Ruth. I own Snow Roast. Welcome to Port Snow.”


  “Thank you.” I take her hand, give it a shake, and then release it. “I’m Ren, the new algebra teacher.”


  “Oh, algebra, huh? I was never good at math, couldn’t quite get a handle on it like my brothers. Pure geniuses, those guys.” She tosses a towel over her shoulder like a bartender. “What can I get you two? The usual for you, Griff?”


  “Yeah, that would be great.”


  As Ruth starts moving around, I take in the little case of food in front of me, full of breakfast sandwiches and pastries. “Uh, can I have a turkey-bacon-egg sandwich and a black roast?”


  “Sure thing.”


  Griffin nudges me with his elbow. “Black coffee? Got some hair on your chest?” he teases.


  My cheeks heat up as I think about my chest, the one he clearly got a good view of yesterday. “It’s always been my goal to grow hair on my chest. But no matter how much coffee I drink, I can’t seem to sprout a single one.”


  Silence falls between us as Griffin’s brows pull together, my face once again heating up in embarrassment. Sometimes I forget how quirky and awkward I am in front of extremely attractive men. It’s bad enough he’s already seen me in hysterics, but now I’m morphing into an uncomfortable teenager.


  I say weird things.


  Things I should probably keep to myself.


  Things that would make you cringe if you were watching me on the big screen, slowly shaking your head and whispering under your breath, Why, why, why?


  It’s been that way ever since I can remember. I’ve never been smooth around the opposite sex, always stammering over my words and sweating enough to put a major-league baseball team to shame. I’ve had a boyfriend here and there, but nothing ever long lasting, and nothing that truly grew into anything more than teenage puppy love (or just plain lust when I got older).


  I shouldn’t be surprised that my awkward tendencies are quickly transferring over to my new town. And here I wanted a fresh start, a new beginning, to become someone independent and strong.


  But I guess you can’t squeeze the awkward out of the girl.


  Before I can embarrass myself further, Griffin chuckles, disbelief written across his features. “Don’t give up on your dreams. You never know: you very well might sprout that hair one day.” Ruth sets his drink on the counter, and grabbing it, he leaves behind a tip and gives her a quick wave before heading for the door. “See you around, Ren.”


  He exits the coffeehouse, leaving me with a pounding heart and racing thoughts.


  Dear Lord, did I just tell him I wish I had chest hair?


  I kind of want to go crawl in a corner right about now.


  As Ruth hands me my coffee and sandwich, I go to pay her, but she holds up her hand. “It’s on me, not just because you’re new but to welcome you to the club.”


  “The club?”


  She nods. “The ‘I said something idiotic to Griffin Knightly’ club. Happens to all of us at some point.” She winks and then starts wiping down the counter. “He might be untouchable, but that doesn’t mean we don’t still act like fools around him.”


  Untouchable? Bad case of love? There’s something I’m missing here when it comes to Griffin Knightly, but no matter how curious I might be, I’m not about to ask. Strange as it might seem, I feel loyal to Griffin. He’s the guy who pulled me out of my car, and he’s been so incredibly kind to me. I don’t want to go digging around for dirt when I don’t need to, especially with the way the gossip is around here. You never know what’s true and what’s not.


  And hell, I hope to God Ruth isn’t one of the people I need to worry about when it comes to gossiping. If word got out that the new algebra teacher wants to grow chest hair, the town telephone line might very well explode.
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  I have a half hour to burn until my landlord arrives with the lease. I spend it sitting in the back of the coffeehouse next to a window, people watching, taking in all the patrons who come into the coffeehouse and all the people walking by on the streets. Just from a small amount of time observing, I can already start to tell who’s a tourist and who’s a local.


  The locals have a faster, more purposeful step, while the tourists take their time, getting a feel for the town while they cautiously make their way down the sidewalk. I hope to be a combination of both, sure of where I’m going but also happy to take in the sights, sounds, and smells as I make my way through my new home.


  The door to the coffee shop opens, a light breeze floating around the tables and chairs. I focus on the figure in the doorframe, tall and broad, the spitting image of Griffin. But instead of short hair, this man’s hair is longer, curling over his ears, and instead of a white lobster shirt, he’s wearing black jeans and a black button-up shirt, unbuttoned at the top and showing off a small V of his skin. Sleeves rolled to his elbows, a tic pulls at his jaw as he takes in the coffee shop, eyes searching. He’s a man on a mission.


  And then a pair of familiar electric-blue eyes spots me, and I’m having a hard time looking away. “Usual, please,” he calls out to Ruth as he walks toward me.


  I swear this man is Griffin in a wig. I’m so thrown off it takes a moment to register that he’s standing in front of me, hand held out as a greeting.


  “Uh, are you okay?” He bends down slightly to take me in.


  “Yes, sorry.” I shake my head, trying to get it together. “Hi, I’m Ren.”


  “Rogan from Rogue Realty. Nice to meet you.”


  This man is my landlord?


  This man who looks like he just walked out of GQ, freshly styled with a douse of cologne from one of the free sample pages. He is all kinds of wow . . . just like Griffin. Port Snow apparently is hot-guy paradise.


  He takes a seat across from me and sets down a leather-bound folder. Leaning back in his chair, he casually drapes his right ankle over his knee and stares me down.


  “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re giving me a weird look.”


  I clear my throat, inwardly chastising myself for staring. “I’m sorry, you just look a lot like the guy who helped me out of my car yesterday.”


  “Griff? Yeah, he’s my brother.”


  Well, that makes sense. Maybe I do have a concussion; that should have dawned on me a lot sooner than it did, especially knowing his last name.


  “Oh . . . yup, there is a definite resemblance. Funny that he didn’t mention you last night when we spoke about the house.”


  Rogan flips open his folder with one finger and pulls out a pen just as Ruth brings him a cup of coffee. He looks up at her with a sincere smile. “Thanks, Ruthie. Put it on the tab?”


  “Always.”


  When she walks away, Rogan turns back to me. “Griff likes to leave out details and keep to himself. Heard he had to extract you from your car using the jaws of life.”


  With a lift of his brow and a pointed look, he studies my reaction as I roll my eyes.


  “Not you too. Being Griffin’s brother, I would have expected you to not buy in to the town gossip.”


  “I don’t; I’m just testing out your rage level. I’m sure you’ve heard multiple stories by now. You handled that well. Glad to know you won’t be going on a rampage in the Alabaster Haven while you’re staying there.”


  “Oh, you’re going to have to push me a lot harder than that if you want me to go on a rampage.”


  “Yeah?” He plays with his pen, twirling it between his fingers. “What’s your hot button?”


  “Is this part of the landlord interview? You know I’ve already moved in, right? I put my clothes away in the dresser drawers.”


  “I’m not opposed to eviction.” His dry sense of humor and delivery throw me off. The only way I can tell he’s joking is from the small crinkles at the corners of his eyes.


  “Playing hardball, I see. Okay.” I take a sip of my coffee and then set it on the table, cradling it with both of my hands as I stare back at Rogan, taking in the strong, classic features, so similar to Griffin’s. Their parents must have incredibly attractive genes. “Hot button? Well, I’d have to say it would be something like destroying my sweets stash.”


  “Sweets stash?”


  I nod. “I love sweets. Any kindI need them in my life. I always have a stash in my house for emergency purposes, and if someone touches it, we’re done. Horns grow from my head, and I start spitting fireballs.”


  “Fireballs, huh? Not just fire?”


  “Nope, straight-up balls.” I point at him. “Remember that if you don’t want your house burned to the ground.”


  “Noted.” He starts pulling out paperwork and shuffling through it. While Griffin, I imagine, would have laughed with me or at least chuckled, Rogan is a little more straitlaced, business type. “Do you have a stash yet?”


  “Huh?”


  He peers up. “A sweets stash. Have you established one yet?”


  “Oh, no, not yet. The whole car-between-trees incident set me back yesterday.”


  The corner of his lip barely tilts up as he looks back down at the papers. “Well, I suggest you head on over to the Lobster Landing. They’ll be able to set you up with some sweets for your secret stash.” He hands me a business card. “On the back of that is a twenty percent off coupon. Go wild.”


  “Wow, thank you. I appreciate it.”


  “Now let’s get down to business.”
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  Lease papers, a coupon for some yummy treats, and a brisk conversation later, I’m headed to take a look at the damage to my car. It’s at the town’s auto shop, which, according to my phone’s navigation, is just a short walk down Main. It seems like I won’t even need a car that much; everything is within walking distance, or at least the bare essentials are.


  Now that it’s past ten and all the shops are open on this bright and humid Tuesday morning, the tourists are filling up the sidewalks, excitement beaming from their faces as they talk about the Lobster Landing and catching a boat tour. I’m even more enamored with my new little town as I watch visitors take pictures in front of the beautiful stone library, the rows of pastel buildings lining the harbor, and the kitschy tourist photo opportunities like the giant rocking chair and the lobster bench in front of the Lobster Landing.


  I make a mental note to take my own pictures at some point.


  I turn down Lighthouse Way, which I knowthanks to some well-written Yelp reviewsleads to the town’s lighthouse and attached restaurant known famously for its lobster bisque. I’ll be trying that as soon as I can, as well as eating my fair share of lobster.


  To the right, I immediately spot the auto shop, a large white building with the name BRIG’S GARAGE spray-painted on the side in the same pastel colors seen throughout town. For crying out loud, does everything here have to be so cute?


  Two large garage doors are open to the public, displaying a very pristine-looking interior with white walls and chrome tool benches, and that’s when I spot my car, raised up on a platform, looking pathetic with its caved-in sides and broken window. Oh boy. It looks worse than I remember.


  “Can I help you?” A man wiping his hands on a red cloth steps up next to me, his forearms covered in dirt and oil. I glance up, and my jaw drops.


  What in the hell?


  Same blue eyes.


  Same brown hair.


  Same built body.


  But instead of a clean-shaven face and smile lines around his eyes, he has thick stubble caressing his jaw and a tattoo peeking past the neckline of his shirt, and his hair is styled thickly on top of his head, messy in the best way.


  “Uh . . .” I can feel myself scanning his younger face, the same face I’ve been staring at for what seems like the whole day. “Are you by any chance related to Griffin Knightly?”


  A smile stretches across his face as he holds out his hand. “Yup. Brig Knightly. I’m his brother. And you are?”


  I take his hand in mine. “Ren Winters, the owner of the red tree-smashed car up there.”


  He glances up at the car and then chuckles. “Ahh, so you’re the one my brother rescued from the pond.”


  “The pond?”


  “Yeah, heard he had to crack the window open so you didn’t drown. Not sure where the tree came in or if the pond was really a thing at all, because I didn’t see any water damage, but still, you’re the girl. PE teacher, right?”


  “Algebra,” I correct him. “And there was no pond. Just trees, a ditch, and a moose.”


  He nods knowingly. “Ah, classic. Happens to the best of us. I’ve seen many cars in this shop because of a wild moose.”


  “Really? I was thinking I didn’t know any better because I’m new to town.”


  “Well, that’s correct”he chuckles“but there have been locals who’ve lived here all their lives and still end up getting in some moose-related accident. It comes with the territory.”


  “That makes me feel a little better.” I twist my hands together, feeling nervous. Don’t say anything stupid, Ren, like wanting to grow chest hair. “So is the damage bad?”


  He turns to fully face me and looks both ways before leveling with me. “It isn’t good, but it’s fixable, and trust me when I say you’ll be treated fairly here. We can get the old girl up and running again, but it will take at least a few weeks. There’s been some real cosmetic damage, and then there’s the parts we need to replace, along with the new airbag. It’s going to be a bit. Plus, it’s behind a long line of cars that are waiting to be fixed.”


  “That’s what I was afraid of.” I sigh, plastering a smile on my face. “At least Port Snow has two Uber drivers to rely on. Do you happen to know if they drive into other towns that have either a Walmart or Target?”


  “Bart will; Wallace won’t. He’s a stingy old bastard and tries to cut down Bart every chance he gets.”


  I was a firsthand witness to that last night.


  “Rogue told me you’re in Alabaster Haven, right?” I nod. “Which means you’re a few houses down from Griff. Just borrow his truck if you need to go anywhere; he rarely uses it. Likes to walk most of the time.”


  “Oh no.” I shake my head. “I couldn’t bother him for his truck. That seems a little too aggressive for someone who just met him yesterday, and not in the best way either. Me getting rescued while freaking out doesn’t make us best friends who borrow trucks, you know?”


  “Nah, he’s cool. Just ask. Until then, let me take your number so I can call you with any updates.” He walks me into the very clean and orderly garage, where he writes my number down on a clipboard with my car information on it. He then pulls out a card and hands it over to me. “Here’s my info if you need to get in touch, and hey, there’s a twenty percent off coupon to the Lobster Landing on the back. They have great fudge; check it out if you get a chance.”


  These boys seem to really enjoy promoting their family businessit’s certainly endearing.


  I think I’m just going to have to go there and see what all the fuss is about.


  I flash him a smile. “Thank you. I appreciate your help and the discount.”


  “Not a problem. Welcome to Port Snow, Ren.”
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  Holy hell, is it busy in here.


  I stand still, taking in the cutest little gift shop I’ve ever seen. White shiplap covers the interior, with the exception of the exposed-brick wall behind the register, which is painted the same teal color as the trim outside. The gold, old-fashioned register itself is still in working order. Adorable.


  The hardwood floors are a beautiful blond color, and the cases of fudge and pastry are spotless, the glass curved enough to give you a lovely view of all the goodies. There is a roped-off area where you can get in line for sweets, separating visitors with a hankering for fudge and pastries from the ones who want to buy something else, like a lobster-shaped oven mitt or a Port Snow T-shirt with the Lobster Landing logo on the front. Smart.


  I glance toward the glass cases, and my mouth quickly waters, anticipating what I’ll bring home. One of those scones, for suremy God, do they look amazing. I’m pretty sure this is where I’ll be spending half my teaching salary.


  The line is a bit long, so I decide to venture around the store first, maybe check out the shirts. As of this morning, I am officially a resident of Port Snow. I should have a shirt to represent my new hometown.


  I make my way toward the T-shirts, where I see one that immediately grabs my attention. A pale teal with Port Snow printed in a white font. Cute and simple with a V-neck and a feminine cut. I’m sifting through the sizes, searching for a medium, when I hear a familiar voice next to me. “Can I help you find something?”


  I look up and spot Griffin, wearing a backward ball cap and a cocky kind of smile. “Hey, Griffin, I think”


  “I’m Reid, but I get that all the time.” That devilish smile appears again. “Despite the five years between us, we’re pretty much the same guy. The way you can tell the difference is he has wrinkles and I don’t.”


  I blink a few times, letting my eyes adjust. “You’re Griffin’s brother?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “How many of you are there?” I finally ask, a question that probably should have been posed earlier in the day.


  He laughs, that rich sound I’ve already heard a few times. How is it possible to have so many replicas of one person? It’s actually a little freaky and weird. “There are four of us. Griffin, Rogan, myself, and Brig, who’s the baby of the family, and Jen is our older sister. I’m assuming you met Griffin already?”


  “He was the man who rescued me from my car yesterday, and before you ask if he rescued me from a pond or a tree, he didn’t; it was just straight from my car, and he carried me up the hill.”


  “Ahh,” Reid says knowingly. “You’re the new algebra teacher who was almost run over by a moose on your way into town.”


  Wow, it’s actually refreshing to hear all the facts come from one person.


  “Yes, that’s me.” I hold out my hand. “Ren Winters. Pleasure to meet you, Reid.”


  “Nice to meet you too. Griffin told us a little bit about you this morning when we were opening shop. You’re staying in Alabaster Haven, right?”


  “Yup. It’s how I met Rogan.”


  “And your car must be in Brig’s shop, so you’ve met him already.”


  “Correct.” I point at him, loving how friendly everyone is here. Living in Los Angeles has jaded me a bit when it comes to interacting with strangers, so this is refreshing. “You guys all look exactly alike. It’s thrown me off all day. I kept thinking you were all Griffin in disguise.”


  “What? That old man? He doesn’t have time to be running around in costume. But I will let you in on a little secret.” He leans forward, and I mimic his posture, ready for a little dirt on his oldest brother despite myself. He looks furtively from side to side. “I’m the hottest out of the four,” he whispers.


  Oh Jesus.


  “Keep dreaming,” says a deep voice that rumbles over me, smooth as molasses. I turn to find Griffin standing behind methe Griffinhands stuffed in his jeans pockets, a charming smile showing off his straight white teeth, pecs apparent beneath his crisp white shirt.


  I might just disagree with Reid on who the hottest brother is.


  Griffin nods toward Reid. “Cover me up front; I need a fudge break for a second.”


  Reid grumbles under his breath and walks away, leaving me alone with Griffin.


  He shifts on his feet. “Get everything done you needed to get done today?”


  I fold my arms over my chest, trying to ignore my marathon-level heart rate and sweaty palms. “For the most part. I ran into all your brothers. Nice of you to let me know you have so many.”


  A small dimple appears on the left side of his face as he chuckles. “Get a little confused?”


  “Uh, yeah. I kept thinking I was seeing you all over the place. It was not good for my psyche.”


  “Sorry to break the news to you, but we are all over the place. And as a heads-up, we have a sister, too, but she doesn’t look anything like us. She takes after our mom. We boys look like our dad.”


  Well then, their dad must be freaking hot.


  “Five kids? That must have had its challenges growing up.”


  He shrugs. “It had its moments.”


  I decide to leave it at that. “Well, I’m going to get this shirt and some pastries. Any suggestions?”


  Glancing over at the glass container, he nods. “Blueberry scone, three cider doughnuts, a quarter pound of the neapolitan fudge, and two thumbprint cookies.”


  “Way to be specific.” I chuckle. “Okay, I’m going to go get in line.”


  “Nah, come with me.” He nods toward the back of the shop as he grabs the shirt from me. I follow closely behind him, trying to keep my eyes off his firm buttand failing miserably.


  He walks me through a door that leads to a small room identical to the main shop with its white walls, beautiful floors, and teal accents. To the right, a door leads to the outside, flower boxes hanging by the window, and from the looks of it, there is a small sign that hangs just outside the door, but I can’t see what it says from my angle.


  “This is a little-known secret of Port Snow. Locals come to the side entrance and give us their orders when the line is long. It’s the best way to avoid the crowds. Make sure when you want something, you come back here. I’ll go get your bakery items. Be right back.”


  A secret checkout counter? How freaking adorable.


  He goes to the front and starts plucking things from the glass case while I take in the small counter. It’s quite tiny but serves its purpose. The only difference between this room and the front is that instead of the cute old cash register, there is a modern iPad checkout system. I would wait in line to see the old cash register work . . . well, maybe I would wait in line. Depends on how badly I want a treat.


  Griffin comes back to the counter holding a teal pastry box with red-and-white string tied around it and a white bag. Even their packaging is charming. No wonder this is a tourist destination.


  “All right, got you everything and added a whoopie pie for free because they’re my favorite and I didn’t want you to not choose it.” He winks and starts ringing everything up, tapping away on the iPad.


  “That was sweet. Thank you.” I hand him my card as well as Brig’s 20 percent off discount, enjoying that I get to see him in his element. “How often are you in here working?”


  He spins the iPad around for me to sign. “Almost every day. I’m usually here with my sister, Jen, and when I’m called out by the station, my parents come in to help, or one of my brothers covers for me.”


  “That’s sweet. So you kind of get the best of both worlds.”


  “Exactly. Receipt?”


  I shake my head. “I’m good.” I take the box and bags. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”


  “No problem. I’ll see you around, Ren.” He points to the door to the right of me. “If you go out there and turn left, you’ll see a little path; it’ll take you back out to Main Street.” With one last parting smile, he walks back to the bustle of the store, leaving me with a skyrocketed pulse and a thirst for more.


  CHAPTER SIX


  GRIFFIN


  “Hell, if she was my algebra teacher, I would have done a lot better than a C minus.” Reid is washing down the pastry cases, unable to shut up about his run-in with Ren. “I would have asked for all the extra credit, if you know what I mean.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me like a douche.


  “Are you still talking about the new girl?” Jen asks, making her way from the back, where she was packaging up all the pastries and fudge.


  “Yup. She’s hot. Definitely a teacher I would have paid attention to. Those pubescent boys aren’t going to know what hit them this fall.”


  I’m counting out our register drawer, trying to stay focused on the numbers whipping through my head, but it’s difficult with Reid’s constant small talk. I jot down another tally mark on the paper in front of me and set aside a stack of bills. I’ve already accounted for all credit card transactions, which we only accept in the back; the front counter is cash only. We make sure that’s known with a bunch of signs around the shop and an ATM we conveniently have next to our front door.


  “Hello, are you listening?” Reid asks, sounding annoyed.


  “No. I’m counting.”


  “Well, I’m talking about you, so you might want to lend me your ear for a second.”


  Huffing, I set the cash on the counter, knowing my very persistent brother won’t be quiet until I give him my full attention. “What’s up, Reid?”


  Satisfied, he smiles. “You should ask her out.”


  “Ask who out?”


  “Ren.”


  Yeah, that’s not going to happen. “No.”


  I go back to counting, but Reid starts snapping his fingers at me. “Hey, I wasn’t finished.” I look back up at him, not even slightly interested in this conversation. “I saw the way she was looking at you today. I think she likes you.”


  “You’re confused. She was probably just being nice, since I’m the guy who pulled her out of the window of her car. And even if she does like me, which I highly doubt, there’s no interest on my end. So that’s the end of that.”


  “Bullshit,” Reid and Jen both say at the same time.


  Christ. My two most nagging siblings are ganging up on me. Just what I need when I’m trying to get home and relax.


  “Can we not make this into a dissection of my personal life, please? I’m not in the mood, and I want to get this done so I can go home.”


  “Griff, she’s pretty, she’s sweet, and she’s smart. She’s new to town and, I’m sure, could use a friend,” Jen says just as the door opens, its bell chiming through the space. Brig pops in, grease all over his shirt and a smirk on his face.


  Uh-oh. There’s only one reason why he’d be smirking at me that way.


  “What are we talking about?” He rubs his hands together and takes a seat on a barstool near the window. “If it’s about the hot new teacher in town, I want in on this conversation.”


  “We’re trying to convince Griff to ask her out.”


  Brig slow claps his appreciation. “Novel idea. I think they’re a perfect match. It’s like Cupid struck both of them in the ass down in that ditch.”


  “I’m not asking her out,” I huff, giving up on the register and leaning against the wall behind me, arms crossed. There’s no way I’ll be able to concentrate on counting while these three are yapping in my ear.


  “Why the hell not? She’s perfect for you,” Brig says, a little insulted at my rejection. “Before you even say no, you should at least get to know her a little. I told her today she could borrow your truck while her car is in the shop.”


  I count to five before answering, tamping down my temper. “Why the hell would you do that?” Okay, maybe I didn’t tamp it down enough.


  “Uh, because she lives three houses down from you?” Brig rolls his eyes as if I’m the stupid one in this conversation. “She needs some help, so be a knight in shining armor, dude. Help out the damsel in distress and then make out with her on the beach. Maybe cop a feel; get some for once.”


  “I’m not doing that,” I answer, going back to the money, letting them know this conversation is over.


  “And why not?” Jen asks.


  “Because I’m not interested in starting or being in a relationship. I’m happy with how my life is right now, and I don’t need anything complicating it.”


  “But she has heart eyes for you,” Brig says like a jackass.


  “Don’t worry; there are plenty of Knightly brothers to choose from,” I reply.


  “Come on, Griff. How fun can going home to an empty, lonely house really be?” Jen chimes in, concern evident in her voice.


  I shift on my feet, my voice terse. “I like my house. It’s fine. I’m fine.”


  Silence falls between us, an awkward air advancing in like a fast-moving cold front.


  “Is this because of New Orleans?” Reid finally asks, taking a seat next to Brig. Both of my brothers fix their gazes on me, waiting for an answer.


  Why is this a fucking thing whenever we talk about my love life? Can’t they just let it go? What happened was . . . hell, I don’t even know how to describe it. All I know is I don’t foresee love in my future.


  Claire was the love of my life, and I lost her; in a blink of an eye she was gone. I’m not going through that again. Not ever.


  Shaking my head, I turn away from my family. This conversation is over.


  And with that, I take the cash to the back office, where I can get some peace and quiet.


  Ask Ren Winters out on a date? Not going to happen.


  And she’s not going to drive my truck either. I think that’s evident in the fact that she drove her car in between two trees.


  Can’t blame a guy there.
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  Leaning back on my palms, I let my fingers sink into the cold sand as my legs stretch out in front of me, the salty ocean air filling my lungs with memories of my childhood.


  All the football games we held out on the beach, tackling each other until it was too dark to see anything. The summers we spent trying to boogie board over the waves but failingnone of us had any skills when it came to water sports. The picnics we’d have as a family after long days in the shop, sharing bars of fudge and picking our favorites out of the new flavors Dad had created that week.


  So many memories were made on this sand, some that have faded and some that have stuck to me like glue, shaping me into the man I am today.


  The sun starts its descent toward the crest of the water, the waves lapping against the slate rocks to the left, their dark features replicating the deep color of the sand.


  “Hey there.”


  Her voice is distinct: sweet and small, but there’s power behind it.


  I turn to see Ren walking toward me in a pair of yoga pants and a light-pink long-sleeved T-shirt. She eyes the spot next to me. “Mind if I join you?” She holds up a little bag I didn’t notice at first. “I brought the whoopie pie.”


  Hell if I can resist one of those. It’s a signature Maine pastry that’s been recreated too many times in bakeries across the state, turned into a cheap knockoff, but not at the Lobster Landing. We’ve stuck to the traditional chocolate-cake cookies and creamy vanilla center. Why change something up when it’s one of the major delicacies tourists from around the country come to try?


  “Bribing me with a whoopie pie? You really know how to break me, don’t you?”


  “Not bribing.” She shifts on her feet, toeing the sand, looking shier than I expected. “Just offering you a little goody in exchange for some company.”


  Hell, how can I refuse that?


  I pat the sand next to me. “That’s an even trade.”


  At her bright smile, the realization hits me harder than I could have expected: she actually enjoys my company, and hell, I enjoy hers as well.


  She sits right next to me, our shoulders almost touching, and instead of stretching out her legs like me, she keeps them crossed in front of her as she pulls out the whoopie pie. It’s been weeks since I’ve had a taste, and right about now, my mouth is watering to the point that I’m afraid I might drool.


  “Do you mind if I give you half? It’s huge, and I don’t think I could eat it all by myself.”


  “I would love to eat the other half of your whoopie pie,” I answer, eyeing the damn thing like it’s the last one on earth.


  She splits the chocolate, cakelike cookie with light cream filling down the middle and hands me a half. “That was easier than I expected.” She takes a bite, and I watch as she slowly closes her eyes, letting the flavors sit on her tongue. “Oh wow. Oh wow, that’s really good.” She springs her eyes open. “How can you serve these to people all day long and not take a bite out of each one?”


  “Besides the fact that customers would get mad if we started nibbling on their baked goods, you learn pretty quickly not to eat everything, or else you’re staring down a pastry-filled gut and scone-size love handles.”


  She holds the whoopie pie out in front of her and turns her head toward me. “Sooo . . . what you’re telling me is that these treats aren’t sugar-free, fat-free, dairy-free?”


  “Not even a little.”


  “Well, damn.” She chuckles and takes another bite, moaning.


  The sound stirs something inside me I haven’t felt in a long time. Longing? Yearning? The need for a woman? Thoughts about my love life began to confuse me the moment Ren sat down.


  “It’s so beautiful here,” she says, before I can pinpoint exactly what the feeling is. “When I was thinking about taking the job, I did a lot of research on the town and looked at all the pictures I could find. Let me tell you, the internet does not even come close to the real thing. I’ve been here a full one and a half days, and I’m already in love with this town: the atmosphere, the people, the shops, the old, judgy elders who stand outside of the general store.”


  “Did you meet them today?”


  “Not ‘meet’ per se, but I heard them talking about me as I walked in and out of the shops. They’re not really quiet.”


  “That’s because they can’t hear each other. So they’re all talking extremely loud, especially the ones who don’t wear hearing aids. The one you really have to look out for is Mrs. Davenport. Sweet old lady, but packs a lot of punch when it comes to her ability to gossip. She’ll lure you in, ask you questions, and then strike when the iron is hot.”


  Ren takes another bite of her whoopie-pie half, mine already consumed. “She sounds dangerous.”


  “Very. Watch yourself around her.”


  “Good to know. Anyone else I should steer clear of?”


  I shake my head. “Nah. Ruth at the coffee shop is pretty cool if you’re looking for someone to hang out with. Her friend Rylee is usually in the coffee shop in the mornings. She’s a romance author who recently got married and adopted triplets with her husband, Beck. He’s still pretty new to town, if you need someone to commiserate with.”


  “I’m sorry, but I’m still stuck on adopting triplets. That is a huge undertaking.”


  “Not for them. They couldn’t have kids on their own, so it was a blessing for them.”


  Ren makes a sweet sound of understanding just as she finishes her whoopie pie. “Ah, that’s amazing. Good for them.” Ren pauses for a second. “So do you know everyone in town and their backstories?”


  I nod, staring out over the ocean. “Yeah. I grew up here with all the same people. Some have come, and some have gone, but when you live here for so long, you just add the new people to the community, to your second family.”


  “A second family. I like that.” She tilts her head to the side, and I can feel her curious eyes on me. “How many people do you think already know about me?”


  “Do you want the truth?” She nods, so I continue. “Probably everybody. Like I said, news travels fast. Sometimes it isn’t correct news, but in the end, it gets straightened out. You just have to let the initial excitement die down first.”


  She nods slowly and stares out at the sunset sky with me, the world turning to a burnt orange color, casting a glow on the both of us.


  “Have you ever thought about moving away?”


  So many times.


  After I lost Claire, there were countless days I had my bags packed and was ready to drive as far as I could, away from the painful memories until they started to fade. The first year after her death, I could have sworn I still saw her everywhere. In the window of the coffeehouse, in the back of the shop sneaking cookies, in our bedroom, waiting for me to get home.


  Everywhere I looked, I saw Claire, and it was too painful to be in Port Snow, but every time I tried to leave, my family pulled me back in, convincing me that I still had my town and family to rely on. If I moved, they were worried I would bury myself in a hole and never come up for air.


  They were right; that’s exactly what I would have done.


  So with some encouragement and a lot of whoopie pies, I made it through the first year.


  But I don’t want to get into that with Ren, so I lie. “Nah, how could I leave this place? It’s perfect, right?”


  “Feels perfect,” she answers with a sigh. “I moved from Los Angeles, and let me tell you, I feel like I couldn’t have gotten out of there fast enough. It wasn’t the place for me. But Port Snow? I think I might just have a love affair with this town.” She turns toward me. “Are there any kind of groups or clubs I can get involved in? I still have some time before classes start, and I would love to meet more people, make friends.”


  I scratch the back of my neck, thinking. “Uh, there aren’t a lot of clubs or anything like that here since most of us own businesses and spend all of our time in our shops. But you know, there is the restoration group.”


  “Oh, what’s that?”


  “It’s a little group I’m a part of. We go around and touch up all the buildings on Main once a month, making sure everything is as pristine as it can be. The town is known for its beauty, and we take a lot of pride in that, so we divide it up and spend one day a week going around cleaning our sections.”


  “Ahh, so that’s how you keep everything so perfect. That’s really smart, and it sounds like fun. Who do I talk to if I want to join?”


  “Uh, that would be me.”


  “Really?” Her eyes widen. “So you run your parents’ shop, volunteer at the fire station, and run the beauty-restoration group? Is there anything else you do?”


  “Maybe a few other things here and there, but nothing too big.”


  “Well, you might as well run for mayor at this point.” When I don’t say anything, her mouth falls open. “If you say you’re the mayor, I’m going to have to leave right now.”


  I laugh, my shoulders rising and falling. “No, I’m not the mayor; that’s a job I don’t ever want. The crap he has to deal with on a daily basis is annoying and petty. Not a fun job.”


  “Sounds horrific.” A smile peeks past her lips. “Have you ever complained to the mayor?”


  I laugh and don’t even try to mince my words. “Oh, plenty of times. I have no shame in it. When you want something done, you badger the mayor until it’s taken care of.”


  “Oh, Griffin.” She shakes her head in mock disappointment. “And here I thought you were better than that.”


  I chuckle quietly. “So are you all settled in the house?”


  “For the most part. There are some things I desperately need from a department store in order to function, so I’ll call Bart tomorrow and have him take me to the nearest store that’s not an artisanal bakery.”


  Brig’s comment about her borrowing my truck rings through my mind. “You know, if you need someone to drive you,” I blurt out, “I have to head up north to grab some stuff myself. You can always hitch a ride with me.”


  “Really?” She brightens. “Are you sure I wouldn’t be imposing?”


  Imposing? Yeah, there will be some imposing, but only because I’m beginning to crave this woman’s company, and that’s terrifying on many levels.


  For one, I don’t want to be in a relationship or even consider the possibility. And two . . . no, I’m not going to let myself think about it.


  Even though I want to retract my statement as quickly as it left me, I soldier on. “Not at all. I could show you around Pottsmouth.”


  “Pottsmouth?”


  “The town about twenty miles north that will have everything you need.”


  “They couldn’t have picked a better name?”


  I chuckle, turning back toward the ocean, a breezy feeling passing over me. “I think they ran out of names by the time they made it farther up north. Pottsmouth, Houndshead, and Coxachy are some of my favorites.”


  “Coxachy? What is that even? Well, thank goodness we live in whimsical Port Snow, right?”


  I lean toward her. “Originally named Duck Foot, Maine, until 1946, when it was voted to change to Port Snow.”


  Her mouth falls open, humor playing at the corners of her eyes. “It was not named Duck Foot, Maine.”


  I nod gravely. “Afraid so. Thankfully the mayor at the time saw its potential as a tourist town and pushed for a name change.”


  “Sheesh.” She studies the ocean. “Port Snow is so much better.”


  “I couldn’t agree more.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  GRIFFIN


  “Why are you rushing now?” Jen asks as I stack the twenties up and rubber band them together.


  “I have to head up north, want to get it done as quickly as possible,” I half lie. Plus, I unthinkingly told Ren to meet me here so we could take off right when I finished work. I check the clock for what feels like the hundredth time; she should be here in five minutes.


  “Ah, that’s why you drove your truck to work. I thought that was weird.”


  “Yeah, just want to get up and back as quickly as possible. You know I hate going to Pottsmouth.”


  True fact. I’m really a small-town type of guy and avoid larger cities as much as possible. Pottsmouth is a college town, full of traffic and hipsters.


  There’s really nothing wrong with a hipster, but when they look at me with those judgmental eyes, as if to ask, Why haven’t you grown a beard? it puts me in a bad mood.


  But for a tourist, Pottsmouth is another town to check off your list of places to visit. Rich with history, it’s been through its fair share of fires, crime, and social change. Known for its unique restaurants and bar tours, it’s crawling with people, and I avoid it like the plague, but it does boast the closest Walmart, which is what Ren needs.


  I spent last night trying to think up things I needed to get from the store because, frankly, I don’t need anything; I was just being a nice guy. So I came up with a list of basic essentials.


  I think I also put laundry basket on my list. I do need one of those. The handles on mine broke weeks ago. So at least the trip won’t be a complete loss.


  “I’m surprised you’re actually going up there. You normally order things online before you drive up north.”


  Isn’t that the truth.


  “Yeah, uh, needed a laundry basket.” From the look on Jen’s face, laundry basket isn’t going to cut


  The door to the shop rings.


  Shit.


  I don’t have to look up to know who it is. I cringe to myself as Ren’s head pokes through, blowing my cover completely.


  “Uh, sorry, I wasn’t sure if I should come in or not. I can wait outside.”


  I force a smile, avoiding all eye contact with Jen. “You can come in. I’ll be right there. I’m just going to stick this money in the safe in the back.”


  Without another word, I turn and make my way to the office, Jen hot on my heels. Before I can say anything, she jumps in with her stupid oohing sounds.


  “Oh myyyy, just have to get a laundry basket, huh?”


  “Can you not right now?”


  She pokes me in my side, annoying the shit out of me immediately. “You like her, don’t you?”


  “She’s a neighbor who needed a ride; I offered her one.” I stuff the money in the safe and snap it shut. “That’s it. Please, for the love of Christ, don’t make this a thing.”


  Jen is wearing a shit-eating grin when I face her. “Oh no, I am so making a thing out of this. I don’t get much to talk about around here, between the store and the kids. I think this is the most excitement I’ve had in a month.”


  I pat her on the shoulder. “Then I’m going to need to have a talk with your husband, because this is the opposite of exciting.”


  I turn to walk away, but she pulls on my shoulder. “Oh, no you don’t. Don’t try to downplay this. You’re going out with a girl.”


  I shush Jen and push her farther back in the office. “Can you keep your voice down? Jesus, Jen. I’m not going out with her. We are going to Walmart. I’m getting socks, she’s getting house essentials, and that’s it. There is nothing else involved.”


  “Are you going to hold hands on the way up there?” She twiddles her fingers together.


  With a giant eye roll, I say, “I’m leaving.”


  “Wait. Just tell me this: Do you think she’s pretty?”


  Do I think Ren is pretty? I’d be blind to think otherwise. She’s gorgeous, actuallyand quirky, and a little long winded at times, and she has a thirst for life I’ve never seen in another human being.


  She’s more than pretty.


  But I don’t answer that way.


  “I mean . . . yeah, she’s pretty.” I shrug.


  Casual, perfect.


  And it’s enough for Jen; she begins clapping her hands and jumping up and down.


  I narrow my eyes at her, giving her my best “I’m going to kill you” look, but it has no effect.


  “Cupid hit my little brother with a giant moose. Oh, this is so wonderful.”


  “I swear to God, Jen, you need to stop right now. There is nothing going on between me and Ren, and there won’t be anything either. I’m not interested in dating anyone. It’s time you realize that.”


  [image: fleuron]


  “Thank you so much again for letting me hitch a ride. This is really helpful.”


  “Not a problem.” I keep both hands on the steering wheel, knuckles white, shoulders tense.


  Ren decided to show up to the shop in a little white sundress and strappy-looking sandals that give her two extra inches in height. Her hair is half-up/half-down in some messy knot on the top of her head, and she’s wearing a sweet perfume that is doing all kinds of things to methings I don’t necessarily want.


  At first glance, I had to force myself to look away from her ample cleavage, prominently on display but in a classy way, the kind of way that has men begging for more.


  I might be on a strict no-dating policy, but hell if I can’t at least take a look.


  She’s stunning. Tan with long hair that hits just past her shoulders and wide green eyes framed by some of the longest lashes I’ve ever seen.


  Reid was rightif she’d been my algebra teacher, I would have paid a hell of a lot more attention in class.


  “It’s so pretty out there. Have you ever been to California?”


  I shake my head. “Nope. I’ve never been to the West Coast, actually. I don’t have a lot of vacation time, and when I do, I go camping or down to Vermont.”


  “Oh, I bet camping is gorgeous here. In California it’s more like camping in the desert unless you go up to the mountains. The trees here are amazing, tooso different from what I’m used to. The pine trees stretch so high it feels like you’re always under a canopy.”


  “Yeah, the woods are dense here, so you’re constantly battling pine cones and needles, but it adds to the experience. Do you camp often?”


  “Often? No.” She chuckles. “But when I get the opportunity, I totally take it. I might wear dresses, but I also like putting on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and roughing it in the woods. I have no problem peeing on leaves.”


  That makes me laugh. “No problem with leaf peeing? Good to know. There’s a little camping group in Port Snow. I know you said you were interested in joining stuff. That might be something you like. It’s people of all ages; we get together and rent out a few camping sites, share stories, and have a good time.”


  “Really? That seems like so much fun. Think they would let me in?”


  The corner of my mouth lifts. “Since I’m in charge of it, I’d say you could get in.”


  “You’re in charge? How on earth do you have the time?”


  I shrug. That was the point when I started forming all these clubs. Anything to keep me busy. Anything to keep me out of the house, where I’d be alone, remembering, obsessing over the what-ifs.


  And now all the activities and work have become part of my everyday life.


  “I find the time,” I answer, shifting in my seat. “So what brought you out to Port Snow? The job?”


  “Yeah, I really wanted to slow down my life, create a community around me, rather than going through the motions. I wasn’t really ever a part of something in LA, and it made my days mundane. I got in a car accident last year, and it made me really think about what I wanted in life. Slower, small-town living was right up my alley.”


  “Car accident? So the moose run-in wasn’t your only one?”


  She grows quiet for a moment before shaking her head. “No, I was in a really bad one a year ago. I was rear-ended from behind on the freeway, and it turned into a seven-car pileup. I barely survived.”


  I glance in her direction for a second, taking in the stitches on her forehead and the light bruising around the cut. It’s been a few days, and I have yet to hear her complain about the pain or the fact that she almost totaled her car for what sounds like the second time in her life. She must be a really strong woman.


  I like that about her.


  “Shit.” I rub the back of my head and think back to the panicked look in her eyes when I found her in her car. “I kind of wish I’d known that when I was pulling you out of your car. I would have reassured you more that everything was going to be okay.”


  From across the cab, she places her hand on my leg, her touch blazing a shot of heat to my core, warming me up in an instant. I eye her hand for a brief second, taking in how small it is compared to my thigh. “You were wonderful. Don’t second-guess yourself. You really kept me calm and helped me control my hysteria.”


  “Still, I feel like I would have handled you differently.”


  “There’s no way you could have known; don’t even think twice about it. I thought you did a wonderful job. Very compassionate. And the way you tackled that hill without taking a second to catch your breath? Impressive.”


  I glance at her quickly. “Want to know a secret?”


  “Always.” She perks up, turning toward me.


  I lick my lips, humor dripping from my tongue. “The entire time I was climbing the hill, I was praying to whoever might listen to not let me slip. The guys would have never let me hear the end of it. Slip down the hill with victim in arms . . . yeah, not good.”


  “Well, you made it look seamless.”


  “Didn’t feel like it, but thank you.”


  She crosses one tan leg over the other, the hem of her dress coming higher on her thigh, showing off just how toned her legs are. Christ. I tear my gaze away, remembering to focus on the road aheadmoose are prevalent in this area, after all.


  I clear my throat, trying to take my mind off the expanse of sexy leg to my left. “So . . . algebra.” I inwardly roll my eyes from the way my voice squeaks. “Uh, what made you choose math to teach?”


  From the corner of my eye, I can see her smile as she fidgets in her seat. “Is it weird to say math chose me?”


  “How did it choose you?”


  “I was in seventh grade and a total outcast. I didn’t really have any friends since I was more focused on my schoolwork than being the popular girl, and that was okay, but it wasn’t until I found myself lonely on the weekends while everyone else was going to the mall and to the movies that I realized I was in desperate need of friends. Well, trying to make friends in middle school is like trying to convince Friends fans that Joey and Rachel should have been together: pretty much impossible. I was sitting outside my favorite teacher’s classroom one day at lunch when these kids were walking by talking about how they needed someone to be on their math team. I was pretty decent at math, so on the spur of the moment, I stood up and told them I was available. It took a little bit of convincing, but they ended up giving me a chance, and just like that, I was a mathlete.”


  I can’t seem to wipe the stupid smile off my face from hearing the genuine excitement in Ren’s voice.


  “From there, I fell in love, and hard.”


  “With one of the guys on your math team?”


  “Nope.” She pops the p. “I fell in love with math. I was infatuated with solving problems, and it became my life. Yes, I had friends, but more importantly, I found a new appreciation for the subject. It was so cut and driedyou either did it right or you didn’t, no gray area. It became my safety blanket, and when I was applying for colleges, I knew exactly what I wanted to do: share my love of math with kids, show them the kind of magic it is.”


  I’m silent for a second, soaking in her story, appreciating the honesty and passion behind it. She’s the first person I’ve ever met who’s had such passion for numbers. Hell if I don’t weirdly find it sexy.


  There has to be something wrong with me.


  “You must think I’m silly.”


  “No.” I shake my head. “Not even a little. I think it’s . . . hell, I think it’s amazing, the love you have for something we’ve all taken advantage of. Math is everyday.”


  She practically bounces in her seat when she answers. “It so is. Ah, you get me, Griffin.”


  I chuckle. “Yes, I get you.”


  On a deep sigh, she lolls her head to the side. “So tell me a secret about Port Snow, something only locals really know.”


  I pause the truck at a stop sign and shoot her a quick glance, only to find a huge smile on her face and her sweet lips wet and plump, calling out to me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been truly attracted to a woman to the point that I keep sneaking glances at her. But there’s something else about her that holds my attention. Maybe it’s that she’s new, or that she doesn’t know my past, or maybe it’s her habit of asking question after question, not letting there be a moment of silence between us.


  I hate to admit that I kind of like it.


  Contemplating this latest question, I drag my hand over my mouth. “Hmm . . . have you been to the general store yet?”


  “I popped in for some basic items like peanut butter and jelly and plastic plates. Why? Is there something I need to know about the place? Is there a secret door I don’t know about? Like, you pull on a lever that’s really an old baguette, and a shelf opens to a hidden lair?”


  “What?” I chuckle. “No, but interesting imagination you have there.”


  “It can get me into trouble sometimes.”


  “I could see that.” I make a right-hand turn. “There’s no secret lever, but Oliver, the guy who owns the store, he makes the ice cream, and there’s a secret stash in the back that he only sells to locals. New concoctions that he’s trying out. It’s a gold mine if you get there early enough. Every Thursday night he offers his exclusive flavors, first come, first served. To have access, you have to give him the code word.”


  “What? Are you serious?”


  “Dead serious.”


  “Well, what’s the code word?”


  I shake my head, a smile playing at my lips. “Oh no, I’m not about to tell you that just yet. I don’t think you’ve earned the right to try Oliver’s special creations.”


  “Are you kidding me?”


  “Nope. You’re not ready.”


  She crosses her arms over her chest, and from the corner of my eye, I can see her breasts lift higher, just begging for me to take in an eyeful, but I reluctantly keep my eyes forward.


  “How on earth am I not ready? I have a Port Snow residency, don’t I?”


  “You have to prove yourself first.”


  “How on earth do I do that?”


  I shake my head. “Hell if I know. I just know the elders are very specific about who knows, and if I went and gave you the code too early, I could get into some real trouble. And I’m not in the mood to deal with their antics. Sorry, Ren, but my lips are sealed.”


  She huffs. “Then why the hell would you tell me that secret?”


  I shrug and smile. “Couldn’t think of anything else.”


  “That’s just cruel, Griffin, very, very cruel.”


  “Hey, maybe if you’re nice to me, I’ll score you some ice cream this Thursday.”


  “Oh, now you’re bribing me? I see how it is. Tsk, tsk, Griffin. I thought you were better than that.”


  God, I really like how playful she is.


  I press my lips together to keep from smiling way too damn much. “Never said I was above bribery. Sorry, neighbor.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  REN


  Oh my God, he’s so freaking cute.


  Socks, toothpaste, a laundry basket, and a pack of beef jerky.


  And here I am with half of his truck bed full of things: towels, pots and pans, dishes, some bedding, and so much more. I had two carts full. It was slightly embarrassing, but like the gentleman he is, he helped me load everything into the truck.


  My stomach grumbles as I hop up into the cab. It’s past seven, and I’m feeling really guilty that I’ve kept him so long. He was done shopping in five minutes, while I was going down aisle after aisle, loading up. He must be so over this entire trip.


  I bite my bottom lip and look over at him as he slides into the truck as well, letting out a puff of air before clipping himself in with his seat belt. The truck roars to life, and when he takes a look over his shoulder to pull out, he catches me looking at him.


  “Everything okay? Did you get everything you needed?”


  I nod, feeling incredibly nervous all of a sudden. I want to see if he’s hungry, but I’m also afraid he might think I’m being too presumptuous, “asking” him to dinner.


  But with my stomach aching, I decide to jump in and ask. “I got everything. I was just wondering if you were hungry. I’m kind of starving over here for dinner.”


  He starts to back out of the parking spot. “Yeah, I planned on stopping at a little place on the way home; it’s about seven minutes away. Sells wraps and sandwiches, has some of the best lobster rolls in the area. Is that okay with you?”


  “That would be absolutely perfect. Thank you.”


  “No need to thank me. I was feeling the hunger start to take over about ten minutes ago.”


  Guilt consumes me. “I’m sorry I took so long.”


  “Don’t. You’re good.” He straightens out the truck and takes off down the freshly paved road flanked by little mom-and-pop shops, the rumble and power of the vehicle shaking my seat beneath me. When he’s back on the main road heading toward Port Snow, he asks, “So you drove out here without anything?”


  “I actually flewbought my car at a used dealership and was driving it for the first time when I almost ran into the moose.”


  “What? Really?” He shakes his head. “Shit, that’s a bad first drive.”


  “Tell me about it, but hey, gives me more of a chance to walk around and get to know the area better.”


  “I hope you weren’t planning on walking to Pottsmouth.”


  “No, never, but strolling around town is nice. I feel like I see something new every day.”


  “Good, just stick to town. There are some insane tourists around here, so be careful.”


  My heart warms at his concern. I like that he’s warning me, protecting me, like we’re becoming good friends. At least that’s what’s happening in my overactive imagination. And hey, if one of my first friends in town just so happens to be the hottest guy I’ve ever met, then so be it.


  “I will. Thanks. And I do have some things on the way from LA. My parents are driving out with my stuff a little later. I have some summer meetings at school and thought it would be nice to get to know the town a bit before I had to report in. And it’s nice to get some new things. The plates and pots I had were hand-me-downs from college. It was about time I upgraded, you know?” And it’s time I made a house of my own, rather than relying and waiting on my parents to help.


  “Well, if I’d known you were going to get so much, I could have taken you to some other stores.”


  I shake my head even though his offer is super sweet. “No, Walmart was perfect. Don’t forget I’m working on a teacher’s salary here.”


  “Ahh, yes. It’s insane how little you guys get paid, but we won’t get into that right now.” He slows down the truck; up ahead, there’s a little shop on the side of the road, bulb string lights coming off the side, providing light for a picnic-table area. With white siding and black trim, the shop has a big sign on the front that says TANYA’S TACKLE. Griffin turns off the road and into the shop’s small, gravel-paved parking area.


  Okay, that’s weird.


  “Is this a tackle shop?”


  Griffin puts the truck in park and turns toward me. “Trust me, it’s good.”


  “Is it okay to admit I’m a little nervous? What if there’s a worm in my sandwich?”


  Winking, he opens the car door. “It’ll just add some flavor.”


  Not the answer I was looking for, but with a brave foot forward, I follow him to the take-out window on the side. There are a few people milling about, sitting at the bright-red picnic tables, enjoying lobster rolls and homemade chips. The shop backs up to the woods, and with the sun setting over the trees, little lightning bugs reveal themselves in the distance, blinking in harmony, providing a beautiful backdrop for dinner.


  Griffin steps up to the window and is greeted by a woman with gray-brown hair tied at the nape of her neck. She’s wearing a bright-red polo and has a pen behind her ear.


  “Griffin, it’s good to see you. It’s been a while.”


  “Hey, Tanya, how have you been?”


  “You know, working and welding whenever I get a chance.”


  Griffin places his hand on the counter and leans in a bit as if he’s sharing a secret with Tanya, but he talks loudly enough for me to hear. “How are the beehives?”


  Tanya visibly lights up, and an even stronger appreciation for Griffin falls over me. He’s genuinely a nice guy, knowing a little bit of something about everyone he meets. Personable and kindtwo wonderful qualities.


  “Oh, they are great. I just upped my hives to four colonies. I spent the weekend building new boxes for them, side by side rather than on top of each other. It will be so much easier for me to lift with my old-lady bones.”


  “Four colonies? That’s going to keep you busy.”


  “Just what I want.” She gives Griffin a wink, pulls her pen down from her ear, and holds up a pad of paper. “What can I get you tonight, handsome?”


  Griffin turns to me. “Is a lobster roll good for you?”


  “Oh yes, please, and some homemade chips and a soda would be awesome.”


  “Did you get that?” Griffin asks Tanya. She nods. “Make that two, then.” Reaching to his back pocket, he pulls out his wallet, and I stop him immediately.


  “Let me.”


  He scoffs, as if I’m ridiculous for even offering, and opens his wallet.


  “Griffin, I’m serious. You did me such a favor tonight. Let me pay you back.”


  “You don’t need to pay me back, Ren.” He pulls out a few bills and hands them over to Tanya before I can even reach into my purse. “Plus, do you even have cash on you? She doesn’t take cards.”


  “Damn it,” I mutter. “Well, I’m going to make it up to you.”


  “No need.” He takes the change from a smiling Tanya and throws a five-dollar bill in the tip jar. He nods toward the tables. “Want to sit down?”


  “Sure.” Once we’re seated, I say, “The minute my kitchen is set up and ready to go, I’m going to make you a casserole. Oooh, or I can make you my famous southwestern taco potpie.”


  His brows rise in interest, his hands slowly rubbing together. “Taco potpie? Tell me more about that.”


  “It’s so good. Basically it’s like a taco but inside a pie shell. Black beans, taco beef, corn, cheese, and salsa. It’s a real delight.”


  He licks his lips, keeping his eyes trained on me, the blue a little darker than I remember. “I’ll take your taco potpie as payment. Sounds amazing.”


  “Then it’s done!”


  “Food is an easy way to win me over.” He pats his rock-hard stomach, the sound of his hand hitting it dense. Just looking at him, there’s no doubt in my mind that he is sporting some kind of six-pack under his lobster shirt.


  “So what got your parents involved in the fudge business?”


  “My parents grew up in Port Snow and wanted to make something more of the town, so they bought the Landing, which was actually an old tackle shop just like Tanya’s. My grandpa invested in their business, and they fixed up the joint, started playing around with fudge recipes. My mom was really good at baking, so they combined the two. They saw the potential in Port Snow and helped take it to the next level.”


  “So your parents are kind of pioneers, bringing the town to life.”


  “They are, and I’m not just saying that because they’re my parents. They created a lucrative business and then helped start renovating the shops on Main Street. They care a lot about the town and put a lot of blood, sweat, and tears into making it into the charming place it is today.”


  “And that’s why you’re part of the restoration committee, right? To preserve what your parents helped create.”


  A small blush creeps over his cheeks as he runs his hand through his hair. “Yeah. I see their dedication, and I want to carry it on. Make sure this is a place people want to visit for decades. We’re constantly thinking of new ways to bring in more visitors, especially during the off-season. We want to keep the town alive year-round. It’s one of the reasons we have the huge lobster festival at the beginning of fall, to keep the visitors coming. The festival is three days of celebration, all things Port Snow, all things lobster. Kind of marks the end of summer, a culmination of all the hard work we put in over the summer months. We sponsor a huge booth where we sell out of fudge every day. Half of our proceeds actually go toward new supplies for the teachers at the school.”


  I prop my chin on my hand, taking in his passionate, animated face. I don’t think I’ve ever met someone as proud of where he lives. It’s so beyond endearing that it makes me want to feel the same kind of passion and claim Port Snow as my hometown.


  I’ve only known Griffin for a few days, but with each passing moment, I realize how much more I really want to get to know him.


  Before I can respond with another question, Tanya arrives at our table and sets a tray of food before us. It bears two rolls piled with lobster, homemade chips, and two sodas. My mouth waters immediately, and I remind myself to mind my manners and not shove the entire lobster roll down my throat.


  “Enjoy, you two.” Tanya pauses, eyeing me for a brief moment before turning back to the tackleuh, I mean lobster shop?


  “Okay, do I just dive right in? Or is there a special way to eat this?” I pick up one of the sandwiches, admiring the bright-red-and-white lobster piled high, crowning the sliced and toasted New England roll. Drippings of butter slide down the lumps of lobster meat. This is going to be so good.


  Griffin picks his up with one hand, knowing exactly how to handle the sandwich, and nods before taking a giant bite. He raises his eyebrows at me as he chews, his cheeks puffed and a sly look on his face.


  God, he’s so adorable.


  Mimicking his approach, I try to fit my mouth over the entire thing but fail miserably, so I take a much smaller bite, letting all the flavors mix perfectly together as I chew. Butter, lobster, and the roll it’s toppling over. Sheer perfection.


  And the company sitting across from me couldn’t be any better either.


  “This is so freaking good,” I finally say, wiping my mouth with a napkin.


  He lifts a chip from the plate between us and plops it in his mouth. “Told you this place was good. Don’t let the exterior deceive you; there are so many hidden gems like this. Stick with me, and I’ll show you all you need to know.”


  I plan on it.


  CHAPTER NINE


  REN


  As I stroll into town the next morning, visions of the night before play through my head. After finishing dinner, we drove back to Port Snow, listening to the radio and talking about the kind of tunes we’d listened to growing up. I boasted about all the boy bands that had held my heart in their talented hands, and Griffin talked about all the classic rock he loved listening to, particularly Journey and Queen.


  He refused to acknowledge my teenage musical tastes, shaking his head and laughing, while I gave him credit for enjoying the classics.


  When we pulled up to my house, he helped me unload the truck and even helped me carry my bags into the cottage.


  I thanked him again and sent him on his way, three houses down. From my window, I sneakily watched him take his new laundry basket into his house on the other side of the street and flip light switches on as he made his way around the first floor.


  It was a little stalkerish, but you can’t blame a girl for being intrigued.


  I made great time in unpacking things and setting up my house so that it was much more functional, and I finally began to feel like my little house was becoming a home.


  I smile to myself at the thought as I walk to Snow Roast for some coffee and a breakfast sandwich.


  The door to the shop rings, and I step inside. There is a little bit of a line, so I pull out my phone and check my email while I wait, just to make sure I’m not missing any important school meetings that might have popped up last minute. The door rings, and I can feel someone step up in line behind me.


  Poor Ruthit must be busy like this every morning.


  “Good morning.” The voice, deep and warm, startles me; I turn around to find Reid dressed in jeans and a plain T-shirt, hair wet, face freshly shaved. Of all the brothers, he looks the most like Griffin. It’s almost freaky. The only real difference between them is that Griffin has a little more wisdom in his eyes.


  “Good morning.” I put my phone back in my purse. “How are you, Reid?”


  “Good.” He smiles as I catch him giving me a quick once-over. I’m wearing a red sundress today and flip-flops. My hair is straight and pinned behind my ear with a bobby pin. Casual but cutejust in case I happen to run into anyone important. Ahem, Griffin. “How was shopping last night?” He raises his eyebrows.


  Griffin must have told him he was taking me up to Pottsmouth; that, or the gossip train struck again.


  “It was good. I needed so many things; I felt bad Griffin had to wait for me.”


  Reid waves me off. “Nah, I’m sure he didn’t care.”


  The door to the shop rings again, and I look past Reid’s shoulder to see Brig stepping into view wearing a black ball cap, a black shirt, and black pants, the same blue eyes he shares with his brothers shining under his dark brim. When he spots me, he smiles brightly.


  “Ren, hey.” He pats Reid on the shoulder. “Buying for me this morning, bro?”


  “In your dreams,” Reid mutters.


  “Come on, buy your baby brother breakfast.”


  The doorbell rings again, and this time, a polished and sophisticated man walks in, sporting a button-down, slacks, and a tie; his hair is pristinely styled, and he wears a watch on his wrist that oozes power.


  Rogan.


  When he spots his two brothers ahead of him, he rolls his eyes. “You two dipshits ran in ahead of me, didn’t you?”


  Reid and Brig both exchange smiles; they knew exactly what they were doing.


  “Forget it. I’m not buying you breakfast again. Three times in a row is far too many. You idiots have money. Get your own goddamn breakfast.”


  Whereas Griffin, Reid, and Brig all have more outgoing personalities, Rogan seems a little more reserved than the others, like there’s some deep story behind the shadow of his eyes. I’d be interested to find out what that story is.


  The boys bicker behind me as I step up to the counter, Ruth looking flustered as she takes in the Knightly men behind me.


  “Good morning, Ruth. I’ll take a large black coffee and turkey-bacon-egg sandwich.”


  Head tilted down, she jots down my order. “You got it.”


  I’m reaching for my purse when a hand stops mine. A wave of cologne washes over me, and I turn to find Rogan. “I got it.”


  “Oh, no, that’s not necessary.” I stumble through my words.


  “I’m buying these other two breakfast. Might as well treat my new tenant as well.”


  He doesn’t even give me a chance to argue before he’s ordering for himself and his brothers.


  It takes a few minutes before we get our orders, but once we do, Reid and Brig take me by each arm, guiding me toward a table, where we all sit down, even Rogan. I look from one to the other, a little surprised about our impromptu breakfast and a little intimidated by how attractive they all are.


  Hell, I shouldn’t complain. I have three out of the four Knightly men staring intently at me.


  “So . . . what’s going on?”


  “Thought it would be nice to get to know you better, unless you have somewhere to be,” Reid says, taking a big bite out of his croissant.


  “Just have to do some grocery shopping after this. Get some ingredients for a potpie I’m making your brother tonight.”


  All three glance around at each other, having some kind of silent conversation.


  Brig is the first to speak. “You’re making him dinner?”


  “Yeah, just as a thank-you for taking me to Walmart last night. He only got a few things when I went all out and stocked up my house. I felt bad, so I offered him taco potpie.”


  “Taco potpie?” Reid asks, sipping on his tea. “That sound delicious. I might have to crash your dinner.”


  “You have to close the shop tonight,” Rogan says to him, giving me a quick once-over. But it’s not in a sexual way, more assessing, like I’m a puzzle he’s trying to solve.


  “I can close quick.” Excitement in his eyes, Reid says, “So that means you don’t care about what happened in New Orleans? That’s fucking refreshing. All the women in town think we carry the plague.”


  My brow furrows. What the hell is he talking about?


  I’m about to ask when a tall figure walks up behind him, halting all conversation.


  Hands on his waist, in his typical lobster shirt and jeans, Griffin stands over all of us. “What the hell is going on here?”


  All three brothers startle and together take large gulps of their drinks, their eyes cast down, as if they were just caught red-handed.


  Brig adjusts his baseball cap, the first to address their brother. “Just trying to get to know our new algebra teacher, that’s all.”


  “Yup, that’s all,” Reid adds, a nervous tilt to his lips.


  Not even addressing his brothers, Griffin brings his gaze to me. I quickly notice that he’s the only Knightly brother not to give me a once-over, and for some reason, that bothers me. I want his eyes to trail over my body, to take in the shape my dress gives me and the way my tan shows up against the fabric.


  “Are they harassing you?”


  I shake my head quickly. “No, they’re being sweet. Rogan actually bought me breakfast.”


  “He did, did he?” Griffin eyes Rogan. I would melt under his stare, but Rogan coolly sips his coffee, not affected in the slightest.


  “I think I have your other brothers to thank. They guilted him into buying their breakfast too.”


  “It’s because Rogan is a sucker, that’s why,” Griffin says.


  “They’re just too goddamn annoying to deal with in the morning. I’d rather just pay and get it over with,” Rogan deadpans.


  “Did you hear that?” Reid asks Brig.


  “Yup, made a mental note to always annoy Rogan when I want something. He gives in easily.”


  Rolling his eyes, Rogan stands, his seat scraping across the wood floor. “I’m out of here. I have a meeting with Vanessa. I’ll catch you guys later. Dinner at Mom and Dad’s tonight. Be there.”


  “Is Mom making stuffed shells?” Brig asks, standing as well.


  “Pretty sure, but Dad is making the garlic bread. Promised me,” Reid answers, getting to his feet. “Mom burns it every single time with the broiler, but not this time. Dad is on it.” Brig and Reid give each other a high five. They, along with Rogan, murmur quick goodbyes in my direction before clasping Griffin on the shoulder and walking away.


  Well, I guess our little impromptu breakfast is over before it even got started.


  I glance up at Griffin as one bit of information sticks in my head. “You have dinner at your parents’ tonight?”


  He nods just as his name is called for his order. “We try to get together at least once or twice a month for a family dinner. We had to cancel this past Sunday, so we’re doing it tonight.”


  “Okay, that’s good to know because I was going to make that taco potpie tonight, but if you’re not going to be home to eat it, then I’ll hold off.”


  “You really don’t have to make anything for me, Ren. Seriously. I don’t ever look for someone to pay me back.”


  “I know, but I really want to, so stop denying my taco potpie.”


  He chuckles and checks his watch. “Shit, I have to go open the shop. I’ll see you around.” With a quick wave, he grabs his coffee from the counter and heads out of the coffeehouse and down toward the harbor where the Lobster Landing rests, leaving me in his wake, wanting more.


  I just saw him last night, but it still doesn’t feel like enough. I feel like we’ve only scratched the surface when it comes to conversation, and I might be crazy, but I swear he’s holding something back. Like when we talk, there is something behind those vivid blue eyes of his that he’s not telling me.


  “Excuse me?”


  I look up to find a nice-looking lady with a bag hanging on her shoulder, her hair tied up on the top of her head. She’s sporting a pair of leggings and a shirt that says, I write romance.


  I wonder if this is Rylee.


  “Yes?”


  She takes the seat across from me and clutches her bag to her side. “You must be Ren, the new algebra teacher in town, right?”


  “That’s me, and I’m going to guess you’re Rylee, the local romance novelist, just based off your shirt.”


  She chuckles. “That obvious, huh?”


  “Just a little.” I hold out my hand, and she takes it. “It’s nice to meet you.”


  “You too. My husband, Beck, is good friends with the Knightly brothers. They were just talking about the new girl.” A blush creeps over my cheeks as I wonder if Griffin was one of the guys in that conversation. “I heard all about your accident.”


  “Which version of the story did you hear?” I deadpan.


  “The correct version from Griffin.” A thrill runs through me. Griffin was talking about me. “Said you sandwiched yourself between two pine trees and couldn’t get out.” She shakes her head. “I don’t know how you held your cool. I would have freaked out.”


  “Oh, believe me, I was anything but cool. I also cut my head.” I point to the small line of stitches still on my forehead. “I didn’t have anything to stop the blood, so I used my T-shirt. Griffin showed up to rescue a crazy lady in her bra screaming to get out of her car. Quite the scene.”


  Giggling softly, Rylee appreciatively nods. “Oh, that’s fantastic, and I don’t mean that as an insult. I’m going to have to use a version of that story in one of my next books. You don’t mind, do you?”


  I press my hand against my chest. “I would be honored, and feel free to call her Ren as well.”


  “Maybe I will.” Rylee points to the corner across the coffee shop. “Well, I just wanted to come over and introduce myself. You can find me in that chair over there every Tuesday and Thursday, writing to my little heart’s content. And before someone goes and tells you the wrong thing, that chair is my inspiration chair. I do some of my best writing in it. But ask people around town, and they’ll tell you it’s my sex chair, even my husband.”


  “Sex chair?” I cough into my coffee. “What does that mean?” And what the hell does she do in that chair . . . in public?


  “They think I write all my sex scenes in that chair and only sex scenes, but they’re wrong. Do I get good ideas while in that chair? Of course, but it isn’t all about sex.” She winces. “Maybe not the best conversation to have with someone I just met. I just wanted you to know I’m over there every Tuesday and Thursday, so if you ever want company with your cup of coffee, feel free to say hi.”


  “That would be so great. Thank you.”


  We part with a smile, leaving me with a warm contentment. I’ve never made friends this quickly. It seems like everywhere I go in this town, people are taking the time to chat. I absolutely love it.


  Standing from my chair, I give both Rylee and Ruth, who are now deep in conversation, a wave goodbye and head out to the general store for some grocery shopping.


  [image: fleuron]


  “Hey, Mom.”


  I set my phone on the kitchen counter, propping it up just right so my mom can see me, and go back to opening and unwrapping my dinnerware, silverware, and glassware. It’s been a task getting settled, but I’m not going to lie: unpacking new things has made it fun. This is the first time I’ve actually owned something that isn’t a hand-me-down, and it makes me feel like the grown-up that I am, like I’m finally starting a new season in my life.


  “Oh, honey, what happened to your forehead?” FaceTime is my mom’s favorite thing ever. I’ve been avoiding it for as long as possible, but she finally caught me, and I knew the minute she did, she would comment on my stitches.


  Telling her the truth is still not an option, not with her constant worrying. Would it be nice to be able to be open and honest with my parents about my new life in Port Snow? Of course, but the car accident in LA is still too fresh in their minds, and I would only cause more unnecessary worry. I’m thriving, I’m making a home of my own, and I’m living with no fear. Maybe a year or two from now I can tell her the real story, but right now, I give her my best lie.


  “You’re never going to believe how clumsy I am. I bought a new rug without getting the mat to go underneath, slipped, and hit my head on the counter. It was a few stitches and a quick visit to the emergency room but nothing to worry about.”


  It’s the best story I can come up with that can explain stitches and bruising on my forehead.


  “What? And you’re all alone? See, this is exactly why I didn’t want you to move this far away: you have no one to take care of you. Were you passed out on the floor? How much blood did you lose?”


  Hear that whomping sound? That’s the helicopter mom coming in to hover.


  “Mom, I’m fine. It was the corner of the counter, so that’s why it looks so bad. There wasn’t even a lot of blood”just a ruined shirt“and I was in and out of the emergency room. I only went because I felt like the cut was a little deeper than expected.” Not going to mention an ambulance took me in. “And everyone in town here is so nice. They’ve been keeping an eye on me.” Not a lie: the Knightly brothers check in on me, and so does Ruth. She asks me how I am every time I come into Snow Roast. That counts.


  A worried expression mars her face. “I really don’t like this, Ren. I should be there with you.”


  I sigh and stop stacking the plates in the cupboard next to the dishwasher as I focus on the screen propped against the counter and wall. “Mom, you know I love you, right?”


  “Well, of course.”


  “Okay, so what I’m about to say is out of pure love.” I take a deep breath. “You need to let me live my life. I’m a twenty-eight-year-old woman, and I can fend for myself. You need to let me do that.”


  Her bottom lip quivers, and her eyes start to water. Oh boy, here we go; I can feel another wave of guilt about to hit me dead in the chest, and it’s the last thing I want when I’m on an unpacking high. Then again, if I put myself in her shoes . . .


  “I just love you so much, and I don’t want anything bad to ever happen to you.”


  “I know, Mom, and I love you, too, but you need to realize you can’t keep me in a bubble forever. This is good for me; being out here is good for me. I love it. It’s quaint and friendly, and there’s this guy . . .”


  Her eyes widen, her interest piqued as the whomping of the helicopter fades and she settles into friend territory. A sly smirk crosses her face as she leans more into the phone. I knew that would change the subject.


  “There’s a guy? Already?”


  I fold my kitchen towelswhite-and-teal plaid, super cute. “Well, we’re just friends, but he lives three houses down. He’s a volunteer firefighter and helps run his parents’ souvenir shop here. It’s called the Lobster Landing.”


  “Oh, sounds enchanting. Tell me more about him.”


  I can feel my cheeks start to flame. It’s not very often a man captures my attention, let alone makes me feel all kinds of butterflies in my stomach when he’s around. But Griffin does just that, with the little dimple that appears whenever he smiles wholeheartedly and with his sweet gestures that seem to hit me square in the chest.


  This isn’t my first rundown on a guy with my mom. She’s been my go-to gal ever since my first crush. She has the natural ability to set aside her mom pants for a hot second whenever I want to talk about the opposite sex, which is one of the reasons why I love her so much and why it’s so easy to talk to her about Griffin.


  “Well, he’s tall, has brown hair. It’s short but kind of messy. He has these amazing blue eyes that almost look like he plucked them straight from the Caribbean Sea.”


  “Oh, so really blue.”


  I nod. “Yes, so blue. You can see them from fifty feet awaythey’re that blueand they’re hard to look away from. And he’s so sweet, Mom. He helped me move some of my stuff into the house and bought me dinner the other night.”


  “He bought you dinner? Did he take you out on a date?”


  “No, my car” I catch myself and swallow hard. “He drove me to Walmart in the next town up because I wasn’t sure where I was going. We stopped for dinner after that. It was a friendly dinner, nothing romantic.”


  “But you would possibly want something romantic?”


  I shrug. “I mean, I wouldn’t say no if that’s what he wanted.”


  “Do you know what he might want? Has he given you any cues?”


  I think back to my interactions with Griffin, replaying them in my head. He’s always kept his hands to himself, kept the conversation friendly, never really pushed it to anything romantic at all. I’ve caught him giving me a once-over a few times, but those moments were too small to be anything other than a curious eye.


  “Um, not really. He’s super nice, but it’s really all been friendly since we started talking.”


  “He’s not married, is he?”


  I shake my head. “No. There’s no wedding ring. But you know, I never thought that he could have a girlfriend. Although I feel like he wouldn’t have taken me to Walmart if he was attached.”


  “Yeah, if your dad was taking the pretty neighbor to Walmart, we would be having a serious conversation about what’s appropriate and what’s not.”


  “That would be weird.” I laugh as I set the kitchen towels to the side and lean on the counter. “I don’t know if I should make a move or not. He’s really nice and can hold a good conversation, but I’m nervous that maybe he’s not interested in me. He could just be a nice guy, and do I really want to ruin a friendship?”


  “First of all, if he’s not interested in you, he’s an idiot. You’re the entire package, sweetie, and I’m not just saying that because I’m your mom. And secondly, maybe just take your time, develop a friendship with him; if things progress forward into something more, then you’ll know. But for now, just be friends.”


  “As a friend, am I allowed to gawk at him?”


  Tilting her head back, my mom laughs, the sound a sweet memory of my childhood.


  “Only when he’s not looking, sweetie.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  GRIFFIN


  “There he is, my favorite child,” my mom says, taking both my cheeks in her hands, pulling me down, and plopping a wet kiss right on my lips. “So handsome.”


  “You know we can all hear you, right, Mom?” Reid asks, always salty when my mom claims me as her favorite.


  She turns toward him, her arm wrapping around my waist. “Well, when you’re the only child who doesn’t split me from front to back during childbirth, you’re bound to be my favorite.”


  And there it is, the old front-to-back story.


  Everyone groans, except Jen, who chimes in. “I agree with Mom. The twins are my favorite. They still make me want to bang my head against the wall just as much as Braxton does, but at least they didn’t shoot out of my vagina. They were ripped from my body during the world’s easiest cesarean.”


  Rogan winces and holds his hand up. “Please, for the love of God, can you not say ‘ripped from your body’? You’re ruining the miracle of childbirth for me.”


  Jen scoffs. “Please, like you’re going to have kids one day.”


  “What?” Mom spins on Rogan. “What does she mean by that? Are you planning on not having children?”


  Rogan shifts in his seat, pulling on his pressed black dress pants. “Are any of us really having kids other than Jen?” he answers with a laugh, but a part of me thinks he might not be joking.


  We haven’t said a word about the curse to anyone outside the family. None of us have, except for one person.


  Brig.


  The loudmouth got drunk one night at the Har-Bahr and told Jenna Davenportyeah, Mrs. Davenport’s daughterall about the curse. Word spread like a brush fire, and we’ve had a giant scarlet letter on our shirts ever since, making us completely undatable. None of the local women have approached any of us since . . . and a part of me can’t blame them.


  When our mom finally heard about what had happenedone of her bingo friends told her after a few games in city hallshe gathered the four of us and told us to pull our heads out of our asses and stop paying the “curse” any attention, because there’s no such thing. Whenever it’s brought up around her, she shoots it down quickly. As one of the matriarchs of the successful tourist town, she makes sure no one messes with her family. Want to see a mama bear in action? Piss off Karen Knightly; she will rattle your bones with fear.


  Mom points to all four of us boys, a stern look on her face. “You will be having children, do you hear me? All of you will give me grandchildren. I don’t care how you make it happen, but after the hell I went through giving birth to you, you are required to pay me back with at least one grandchild.”


  Reid, the instigator, takes a large gulp of his beer. “Jen gave you three, so does that mean only one of us has to provide a grandchild now?”


  “Oh no, you can’t use my children as your plus one to this family,” Jen says, stepping in. “You had no role in the making of my children, therefore you have no claim.”


  “Technically, I have some claim.” I raise my hand to gather everyone’s attention. “I introduced you to Zach, who impregnated you; therefore, I can at least claim Braxton.”


  “Nice try,” Jen shoots back and then smiles slyly. “Speaking of relationships, why don’t you tell Mom all about Ren?”


  “Ren?” My mom turns excitedly toward me, practically spinning in her deck chair. The wind from the ocean whips behind her, a familiar scene since we’ve spent many nights out on the deck of my parents’ house at this very table, talking and joking around. “Who’s Renoh, wait . . . is that the girl who fell out of a tree?”


  I need more alcohol for this. “She didn’t fall out of a tree, Mom. She ran her car between two trees after swerving to avoid a moose. I helped her out of her car.”


  “Carried her up a hill in all of his fireman gear,” Brig adds with a wink.


  “A true knight in shining armor,” Reid says. “He took her out last night too.”


  My gaze whips to Jen. She doesn’t even hide the fact that she opened her big mouth. “What?” She shrugs. “If you thought I was going to keep that to myself, you don’t know me at all.”


  My mom waves her arms. “Wait, wait, wait. Is there a new woman in your life, Griffin?”


  “No,” I answer quickly. “I was just helping her, being a good neighbor. There is nothing going on between us, and there will be nothing going on between us, so before you”


  “He broke up our breakfast this morning with her so he could have her all to himself,” Brig says, a smarmy look on his face.


  I turn to Rogan, who snorts into his beer, not even giving me a hand with these idiots. He’s the closest to me, so he should have my back right now, but it looks like he’s enjoying my pain way too much.


  “I was not clearing you out. You guys happened to leave right after I arrived. I didn’t stay much longer.” I let out a heavy breath and set down my empty beer, gripping the arms of my chair. “Listen, there is nothing going on, okay? So stop bringing it up. She’s a nice girl but not my type. Drop it, all of you.” I stand to go help my dad in the kitchen to a chorus of jeers and mocking oohs from my douche brothers.


  I push through the screened-in door, fuming. I swear, this is one of those moments when I wish I were an only child.


  When I enter the kitchen, I catch my dad hovering over the oven, eyes laser focused on the garlic bread. There is nothing my dad hates more than burnt garlic bread; it’s why he’s put himself in charge.


  “Hey, Dad.”


  “Griffin,” he greets me, before falling silent, staring at the oven, until finally: “I think she’s all kinds of your type, and you’re too chickenshit to do anything about it.”


  He turns and smiles at me, blue eyes earnest as he pats my shoulder.


  “Thanks, Dad,” I groan, slouching into a chair at the kitchenette set.


  He’s right. Ren is my fucking type, and it scares me. Every time I’m around her, I start to feel something deep in my stomach, something so foreign yet familiar. I like being around her, more than I would prefer, and despite my fears, the whispers of a goddamn curse hanging over me, I still find myself wishing she were here right now, taking shit from my family right along with me.


  “Almost there,” he mutters, hand on the oven door. “Just a few more . . . seconds.”


  Three.


  Two.


  One.


  He whips open the oven door, and with a hand covered in a lobster oven mitt, he retrieves the perfectly toasted garlic bread and places it on a trivet. “Nailed it!” He fist pumps. “Would you look at that bread.” He kisses his fingers and then flicks them to the sky. “Perfection.”


  “Looks good.” I chew on the side of my cheek, thoughts of Ren invading my mind.


  Absentmindedly my dad talks to me as he carefully cuts up the bread using tongs and a knife. “You know, I’ve been doing some thinking.”


  “If you’re thinking about adding more fudge flavors, I’m going to tell you right now, Mom is not going to go for it.”


  “Ah, your mother doesn’t know what’s good for the shop. She’s practically retired by now.”


  “Don’t you think you should join her?” I casually say, picking at a piece of lint on my pants.


  I get wanting to make the fudgemy dad really enjoys itbut as for everything else, I really think it’s time he makes the tough decision of handing over the rest of the responsibilities to the Lobster Landing.


  “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”


  My ears perk up as I sit ramrod straight in my chair. Out of all my siblings, I’m the only one who’s shown interest in taking over the family business. Jen is there every day working, but she doesn’t want to do more than she has to because she also has a family with three kids. Reid has zero interest in taking over the Landing, and Brig, well, he has his cars.


  But me, hell, I’ve become so accustomed to thinking that I hold the reins to the family business, when in reality, I’m barely tugging on them from behind my dad.


  I want nothing more than for my dad to step aside, trust me with his “baby,” and finally let me take charge.


  “I’m getting old.”


  I chuckle. “No, not you. You look like a ripe, spry thirty-year-old.”


  He pins me with a sideways glance. “I might be old, but I can still kick your ass.” I tamp down my smile. “Like I was saying, I’m getting old, and I want to spend some much-needed quality time with your mom. I was thinking about doing some organizing when it comes to the company.”


  “Organizing?” A wave of nerves hits me all at once. Maybe a year ago Dad talked about hiring an outsider to run the Lobster Landing, someone with business experience so when he retires, he knows it will be in good hands. Hell if I was going to let that happen, so I stepped up and told him I wanted to be in charge, take over when he was done.


  I just hope he took my offer to heart.


  He places the garlic bread in a napkin-covered basket, meticulously and carefully stacking the pieces on top of one another in a crisscross pattern. “I want to hire some new people.”


  My stomach drops, anger starting to brew in the pit of my stomach. Why doesn’t he trust me to be able to run the Lobster Landing on my own?


  “Some new people? Like who?”


  Finally turning toward me, my dad leans his hip on the counter and crosses his hands over his apron-clad chest, his arms resting just above the small belly he’s grown over the last few years. A smile crosses his face, his eyes glistening with humor under the light of the yellow kitchen.


  “I was thinking I would have you take over the booth this year.”


  In my shock, my eyes widen; my mouth parts. “You want me to head up the Lobster Fest booth?”


  He slowly nods. “I’m getting too damn old to deal with that shit anymore. Figured it’s time I pass the torch, and if all goes well, I was thinking we should hire more front-of-the-store help so you can handle the actual business.”


  “You’re serious. You’re really going to hand the Landing over to me.”


  His smirk grows, the corners of his mouth reaching higher. “Only if you show me you can handle the pressure of the Lobster Fest.”


  “That won’t be an issue,” I answer with ease. I practically ran the whole thing last year; there is no doubt in my mind I can handle it this year.


  “Are you sure? Because it seems like you might have your head distracted by pretty little newcomers in town.” He winks playfully.


  “Who? Ren?” I shake my head. “Dad, she’s just a friend.”


  “Is that so?” He tsks at me. “Shame, because I think she could be a hell of a lot more than a friend. Maybe someone who can offer you some inspiration, someone who can offer you the reprieve you need.”


  “And yet you want me to work my ass off to prove to you that I can handle the business.”


  My dad picks up the basket of bread and starts to walk toward the deck. He stops right in front of me and rests his hand on my shoulder. “I know you can handle the business, Griff. That’s never been the issue. The question I have is, Can you handle a balanced life?”


  And with that, the screen door opens and quickly shuts with a slam as my dad yells to the rest of my family that the garlic bread is ready.


  Can you handle a balanced life? What the hell does he mean by that?
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  This is stupid.


  Really stupid.


  But it’s Thursday, and I feel like I owe it to her after getting her hopes up.


  I stand at the end of the sidewalk, staring at Alabaster Haven, taking in the white siding and light-blue shutters that frame each window. Now that I’ve gotten to know Ren, it almost feels like this house was made for her.


  There is a light on in the living room, so I know she’s awake, but I bet she’s not expecting company. Maybe I could just ring the doorbell and leave the bag on the front porch. A little ding-dong ditch with a surprise treat.


  No, that would make me look like an ass, just leaving without saying anything to her. She would question me for not sticking around.


  Maybe I’ll just take the ice cream back to my house and eat all my feelings. Appropriate. Because right about now, I have a pool of feelings I’m trying to swim through.


  I like her.


  And I wish I didn’t.


  She’s fun, interesting, sweet . . . fucking charming.


  I pull on the back of my neck with my free hand, strain in my muscles as I turn away from the house, contemplating what I should do. She hasn’t seen me; I can quickly walk back to my place and forget


  The front door opens, and light from inside the house shines down the walkway, highlighting my back like a lighthouse spotting me.


  “Griffin?” Her sweet voice is laced with confusion as she steps outside, arms folded over her chest. “I was scared for a second some strange man was staring at my house in the dark.”


  Great.


  Way to fucking terrify the girl, man.


  “Yeah, sorry about that.” I grip my neck even tighter. “I, uh, wasn’t sure if you were awake.”


  She smiles. “It’s eight thirty. I like to get a good night’s sleep, but I’m not passing out with Senior Row.”


  I chuckle. “I guess not, huh?” Shifting in place, I awkwardly hold up the bag. “Uh, I brought you some ice cream from the general store. Thursday’s special for the locals.”


  Her lips part as she unfolds her arms, the look of surprise on her face beautiful. “You brought me the coveted Thursday ice cream?”


  “Yeah,” I say, still standing a good distance from her. “I felt bad I tempted you the other day. It’s maple-bacon-doughnut flavored.”


  “Oh my God, really?” She smiles widely and beckons me. “What are you waiting for? Bring it on in.” She steps to the side, giving me the go-ahead to make my way into her house. I hesitate for a split second.


  Going inside insinuates that I’ll be sharing the ice cream with her rather than just dropping it off, and my intention was just to drop it off. But from the look in her eyes, I can already see that dropping it off is not going to be good enough; she’s going to want to share.


  And she seems feisty. I don’t think I could get away with not sharing . . .


  I take a step forward, and before I can stop myself, I’m walking down the path to her house and stepping inside the brightly lit space.


  I helped Rogan renovate Alabaster Haven a few months back, turning it into a little beach-house getaway, so the gray wood floors and white walls are familiar. What surprise me are the small touches Ren has already made here and there. A potted tree in the corner. A light-blue throw blanket over the gray couch. A small white-and-yellow area rug on the floor, offering up a warmer feel to the space.


  She shuts the door behind me and nods toward the kitchen. “Let’s dig in.”


  I follow her to the back of the house, where the gray cabinets of the kitchen and white quartz countertops go well with the little teal touches of her dish towels and accents. When we went to Walmart together, I didn’t bother hanging out with her while she was running up and down the home aisles, picking out all the things she needed, but when she pulls out two white bowls and silverware, I realize just how much she purchased that night.


  I take a seat at the counter-height bar in the kitchen and hand the bag over. While she scoops the ice cream into our bowls, I study her for a brief moment. Her brown hair in waves hanging over her slight shoulders; her face devoid of makeup, revealing a very small trio of freckles on her right cheek. How would it feel to connect them with my finger running gently along her soft skin?


  Once she’s done scooping, she hands me a bowl and a spoon and then grabs her own, digging in without pause. She closes her eyes, letting the ice cream melt on her tongue as she groans. When those pools of mossy green connect with me, a curve in her lips forms. “Oh my God, Griffin, this is so good.”


  I swallow hard, ice cream still in the bowl.


  Watching her eat, watching her reaction . . . it was . . . yeah, it was “so good.”


  Trying to shake some clear thoughts into my head, I turn to my bowl and take a big spoonful. She’s right; it is good. Really freaking good.


  “Oliver must be a genius, because this ice cream tastes like heaven. Is it like this every Thursday? Does he ever repeat flavors?”


  I nod. “He does. He has a bit of a rotation he goes through, especially for people who miss a flavor one week.”


  “Well, Oliver is a good man, and so are you.” She sincerely looks at me, a scoop of ice cream resting on her spoon. “Thank you. This was very sweet.”


  I shrug it off, feeling awkward all of a sudden. “Consider it a little welcome to Port Snow.”


  She smiles over her bowl. “Are you the welcoming committee as well? On top of being in charge of restoration and the camping club, being a volunteer firefighter, and working at the Lobster Landing?”


  I chuckle. “Not officially.”


  “Ahh, I see.” She rounds the counter and sits on the stool next to me, setting her bowl on the counter. I got a whole pint of ice cream, and she had no shame in splitting it in half, giving us both a hefty serving.


  I’m impressed. She doesn’t shy away from food. I like that.


  “How do you have time for all of it?”


  I keep busy; it’s what helps me not dwell on the past. Always doing something, always moving, always pushing forward. If I don’t, then the past eats me alive; my regrets consume me.


  But I can’t say that to her. It would open up the conversation that I don’t have with anyone, not even my family. Or at least I try to avoid it as much as possible.


  I swallow some ice cream and lick my lips, enjoying the sweet and salty flavor. “I have a really good calendar on my phone.” I wink and take another bite of my ice cream.


  “Calendar, huh?” She chuckles. “So I think we have the ice cream being the best sweet in town”


  “Uh, excuse me?” I playfully whip my head around to face her. “Try that again. What’s your favorite sweet in town again?”


  Her eyes widen, her mistake dawning on her pretty face. “I mean fudge. The best sweet in town is fudge from the Lobster Landing.”


  I nod in approval. “Very good. Now continue.”


  “Close one.” She comically wipes her forehead. “Okay, so we have the sweet down. I need to know where to get the best breakfast, lunch, and dinner. And don’t spare any details. I want to be in the know.”


  Her lips curve up, and I can’t help but match her expression. “You want the real stuff?”


  She slowly nods, licking some ice cream off her spoon. My eyes trained on her mouth, I stay fixated on her for far too long as I lick my lips, embarrassment taking over when she smiles even wider.


  Christ.


  Clearing my throat, I turn away and stare down at my bowl, trying to pull it together even though the rapid beat of my heart is throwing me off.


  Focus, Griffin.


  I swirl my spoon around in my bowl, my gaze turned down. “Breakfast depends. If you’re looking for something fast, the Lobster Landing scones, and I’m not biased; they’re just fucking awesome. But sit-down would be breakfast over at Moose Manor right off Main. It’s a bed-and-breakfast, but they have a large dining area open to everyone. Their berry-granola pancakes with local maple syrup will have you weeping into your napkin.”


  “That good?” She chuckles.


  “Really fucking good. Light and fluffy with so much flavor. They’re my absolute favorite, and the rest of the Knightly boys agree.”


  “Oh, family approvalthat’s serious.”


  I nod. “It is.” I take another bite of ice cream and turn back toward her, my pulse evening out, my body’s response to being so close to her leveling to normal. “Now, lunch . . . that’s tricky.”


  “Oh yeah?” She faces me as well, excitement blazing in her eyes. “Why’s that?”


  “Depends on what kind of lunch person you are. Salad, soup, or sandwich.”


  She shakes her head. “I want the true, true answer.” She clenches her fist to her chest, passion and humor mixing in her expression. “If you were on death row and had to choose your final meal, your final Port Snow lunch, what would it be?”


  I slowly nod, my eyes going to the ceiling, considering. There are so many great options in Port Snow, but one thing comes to mind as I think about my last lunch.


  “It has to be the crab cakes over at Jake’s Cakes. He has a food truck parked by the harborhave you seen it? There’s a row of bright-pink picnic tables lined up with yellow-striped umbrellas next to the truck.” I shake my head. “If you want to experience melt-in-your-mouth crab cakes with the best side of waffle fries you’ve ever eaten in your life, that’s the place to go. I would choose the traditional cake, but he has so many different variations, like buffalo wing, Greek tzatziki, and crab cakes with bacon jam.”


  “Bacon jam?” She scrunches her nose.


  “Trust me, it’s good. But the classic Jake Cake is the best in my opinion. I would go for that, a side of waffle fries, and a giant Coke.” My stomach growls even though I’m currently eating ice cream. I might have to make a stopover at the truck soon.


  “The classic Jake Cake, okay.” She taps the side of her head. “Got that logged in. Now what about dinner?”


  “Dinner is easy: Get the large bowl of lobster bisque with cheesy bread on the side over at the Lighthouse Restaurant. There’s nothing better than a bowl of their lobster bisque after a long day. Plus the restaurant looks over the ocean; you get a great view of waves crashing into the rocks right below. It’s a great place to get dinner.”


  She sighs. “You make everything sound so magical.”


  “You’ll find that the people in Port Snow take great pride in their town, so you’ll never get anything half-baked from them. It’s like an unspoken promise that we give it our all, never letting a bad review pop up on any tourist sites. We’re the number-one town in Maine to visit right now, and we plan on keeping it that way.”


  Her head tilts to the side, studying me as she pushes her empty bowl out of the way. “You know, it’s a really nice thing to see someone as young as you have such an investment in his town. You always hear these stories of kids wanting to escape the small town they grew up in”


  “Oh, don’t get me wrong. There have been times, especially when I was a teenager, that I wanted nothing to do with Port Snow, but once you’re a bit older and you can appreciate the charm and hard work that goes into creating such a beautiful place, it’s almost impossible not to want to help out.”


  “So would you call yourself a lifer?”


  I stand, taking both bowls of ice cream and dropping them in the sink, where I quickly rinse them. Ren has her chin propped up on her hand as she watches my every move, her eyes fixated on my arms. My body heats up once again, a chill thrilling up my spine, reminding me that it’s late and a very attractive woman is sitting across from me in a tantalizing tank top, a smirk on her face.


  I dry my hands off and set the towel down on the counter. “Am I a lifer? Yeah.” I nod. “I’m a lifer. I don’t have any plans to go anywhere else.”


  She sits back and props her hands on the counter. “Me neither.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  GRIFFIN


  “Stand aside, stand aside.”


  My dad comes striding into the Lobster Landing, his voice booming, pushing through the crowd in the front as he makes his way to the kitchen area in the back, where he sets a cooler on the countertop.


  And this isn’t just any cooler; this is the cooler.


  The cooler that has probably been around longer than I’ve been alive.


  It’s red, with a white handle that’s turned cream with age, and on the front, written on years-old duct tape, are the words Fresh Fudge.


  It’s tradition; whenever my dad finalizes the new fudge flavors he wants to introduce to the store, he charges into the shop, playing a low drumroll on his phoneused to be a boom boxand sets down the cooler with a thump, drawing everyone’s attention.


  He proceeds to lay out a white tablecloth and delicately puts the fudge out on display, utilizing different plates and silver trays while labeling every flavor with a miniature card in a silver holder. And to top it all off, he always buys fresh flowers from Daisy’s to “accentuate” the colors in the fudge. My dad’s words, not mine. It’s like a fudge coronation, and every Knightly is required to join in on the festivities.


  That’s why all my brothers are filing in from the back door, annoyed looks on their faces, most likely from having more important things to do with their day.


  But when the fudge-testing siren goes off, we are all required to report to the Landing.


  Once everything is set up, my dad clasps his hands together. He blows a kiss at my mom, then turns to his kids. He nods at each and every one of us and then spreads his hands out to the side.


  “The new fall flavors.”


  Thankfully, we only have to go through this once every season. Dad has made some adjustments over the years and finds that seasonal flavors sell much better on a limited-time basis along with the originals. He also adds in one new flavor to the regulars every week, replacing an old one.


  From the looks of it, we have five new flavors to taste.


  “Uh, do I need to remind you to clap?” my dad asks all of us, a pinch in his brow. “The new fall flavors,” he repeats.


  Trying to hide our annoyance, all of us clap, making my father’s face flood with absolute delight.


  As much as this is annoying and time consuming, I have to admit it does make my dad happy.


  He lifts the napkins resting atop each block of fudge, revealing the flavors one by one.


  “Pumpkin-spice latte. Apple-cider doughnut. Orange cranberry walnut. Apple pie in the sky. And the latest addition to the regular crowd, cotton candy.”


  My brothers and I cringe at the last one. Cotton candy can’t be good. Cotton candy–flavored anything can’t be good; it never tastes right and ruins the memory of what cotton candy really tastes like.


  But I will admit the color and swirl of pink and blue my dad made are pretty impressive. Like a marble countertop made for unicorns . . .


  Christ, that was a girly thing to think.


  Motioning with his hands, he says, “Now, if everyone would form a line and grab a testing plate, I will get you your samples, and then you can start scoring everything on the cards provided.”


  Yes, this is a processa long, drawn-out process in which we need to fill out questionnaire cards for each fudge flavor. It’s time consuming, but it’s also the main reason why we’ve been able to maintain so much interest in our company, because like every other shop owner in Port Snow, we take the goods we sell seriously.


  Once I get my plate, I pull up a stool next to the kitchen door in case anyone working the counter needs my help. It’s lunchtime, so the shop has slowed down, but around one thirty or two o’clock, we’re going to get another rush of tourists looking to satiate their sweet tooth after lunch.


  Rogan pulls up a stool next to me and lets out a heavy sigh. “I’m not eating this.”


  “I know.” Rogan refuses to taste test, the health freak. I usually let him copy my card.


  My dad retreats to the back office when we’re taste testing because he likes to read the cards rather than listening to our immediate reactions. It’s also why we need to go into detail when filling out everything.


  Pumpkin-spice latte is the first flavor I taste, and I immediately cringe. Never been a pumpkin fan, so this makes me gag.


  “That bad?” Rogan asks.


  “There’s way too much spice.”


  Jen coughs on my other side and takes a sip of water. “Oh shit, that’s a lot of nutmeg.” She turns to our mom, who’s cringing as well. “Did he taste test these?”


  “I have no idea, but what I do know is pumpkin-spice latte is going to have to go back to the drawing board. That was terrible.”


  Needing to get the taste out of my mouth, I try the orange cranberry. Now this is good.


  “Good?” Rogan asks.


  “Very.” We start filling out the card, Rogan putting a version of my answer on his own.


  “How’s the new neighbor? She hasn’t been throwing any ragers, has she?”


  I shake my head. “Not unless they’re really quiet ragers.” At the mention of Ren, my mind immediately goes to the ice cream we shared the other night. After I cleaned the bowls, I headed to the front door and gave her a curt wave, telling her I would see her around. She thanked me for the ice cream and didn’t shut the door right away once I left. Instead, I could feel her eyes burning a hole in my back as I walked past the houses that separate ours.


  That night, I had a dream about her, a dream so vivid, so freaking real, that it scared the crap out of me. Ren wrapped up in my arms, looking out over the ocean. I counted the freckles on her cheek while she asked me questions about what fall is like in Port Snow.


  I woke up feeling anxious and . . . happy.


  I’ve spent the last few days trying to avoid her everywhere I go, which has been damn hard. This is a small town, and it seems like we’re almost on the same schedule. But I’ve done a good job so far.


  School should be starting soon; she’ll be busy teaching kids algebra, and I’ll be here at the Lobster Landing, testing fudge, with nothing to worry about.


  “She seems nice, you know,” Rogan murmurs.


  “Who, Ren?” I ask, feigning confusion.


  “Yeah, Ren, you jackass.”


  I take a bite of the apple-pie fudge. Shit, this is good too. “She’s nice.”


  “Pretty too.”


  More like beautiful, but I won’t go there.


  “Yeah, I guess so.” The words fall off my tongue, feeling wrong. “I mean, yeah, she’s pretty.” There, that’s a little better.


  “Killer tits.”


  My head snaps up, a sharp dent in my brow as I take in the smirk on Rogan’s face. Such a fucker.


  He pokes my shoulder, being the annoying little brother Brig usually is. “Just admit you like her.”


  “She’s nice; a friend, maybe, but that’s it. Drop it.”


  Rogan shakes his head, not believing me for a second. Hell, I don’t even believe myself. “Want to get some lunch after you finish testing? You’re going to need some protein in your stomach after all of this.”


  “Yeah, there’s no way I’ll survive the rest of the day otherwise.”
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  The short walk to Jake’s Cakes doesn’t take very long since both the Landing and Jake’s truck border the harbor, but the line to get to the truck is obnoxious.


  Good for Jake, inconvenient for us.


  That’s until Jake spots us as he delivers two plates to Mr. and Mrs. Burnetthe hand delivers to locals so he can catch upand holds up two fingers to the both of us. “The usual?” he calls out. We nod at him and go take a seat.


  It’s one of the pluses of knowing everyone in town: we help each other out when the streets are crowded with tourists.


  Rogan and I make our way to a recently vacated picnic table and stake our claim, lucky we found a spot close to the water. Hell, lucky we found a spot at all.


  The yellow-striped umbrella casts a nice amount of shade over us, the sun directly above, shining brightly through a light haze of clouds. The humidity is high today, along with the temperature, making the whip of the wind off the water necessary.


  My back toward the truck, I lean my forearms on the pink shellacked picnic table and let out a long breath. I haven’t had a day off in a while, and I’m starting to feel it.


  “You look like hell,” Rogan says, pushing up the sleeves of his dress shirt. I have no idea how he’s not sweating through his business attire right now.


  “I feel like shit.” I drag a hand over my face. I’ve been pulling long shifts at the Landing and then working on call at night for the fire department. It’s been a little much lately, and it’s showing. Not to mention the fact that when I do get a chance to catch some sleep, my mind immediately starts drifting off toward a brunette that I can’t seem to get out of my head.


  “You should have Reid pick up some more hours.”


  “Or you can come in, you know.”


  Rogan shakes his head. “You know I’m an irritable fuck working there. I’ll scare away more people than actually make sales.” It’s true; Rogan has always been the exception when it comes to working at the Landing. He was dealt a shit hand in lifenot that I haven’t beenand instead of moving on, he’s dwelling on the past every day, and sooner or later it’s going to catch up to him. Until then, as a family, we tiptoe around him, never wanting to set him off, especially since he’s the moodiest out of all of us. An irritable bastard most of the time.


  “I’ll get Brig to come in a few hours.”


  “Or you can get Reid to come in some more,” Rogan repeats. I start shaking my head, but Rogan holds up his hand. “Dude, you have to stop coddling him. He needs to do more work.”


  I hate this fucking conversation, especially when it comes up with Rogan, who owns a good portion of the town and built himself from the ground up. He pushes me harder and harder on the subject, zero empathy in his voice.


  “He’s lost, Rogan.”


  “Yeah, well, we’ve all had our hardships, and you don’t see us doing nothing with our lives.”


  “He’ll figure it out.” I chew on the inside of my cheek, hoping I’m right.


  A year ago, Reid had to move back to town because the restaurant he started in Boston with a few college friends didn’t pan out. Their CEO squandered all the money, leaving Reid with nothing and no choice but to return to Port Snow to work at the Lobster Landing.


  It was a tough pill for him to swallow, especially when he’d spent his entire savings on starting the restaurant.


  We don’t talk about it.


  Ever.


  “And about Ren . . .”


  “Can we please not.” I drag both my hands down my face.


  “Don’t let what happened in the past dictate the way you react to someone in the present.” Apparently my plea for sanity flies in one ear and right out the other. “You already suffered your loss.”


  “Rogan, stop,” I grit out.


  “And what about those unread letters from Kathy you keep stuffing in your kitchen junk drawer?”


  My head snaps up. “How the hell do you know about those?”


  Rogan coolly fidgets with the wristband of his watch. “I saw them the other day when I was at your house. Why haven’t you opened them?”


  “Why would I?”


  “Because they’re from your dead wife’s mom, and she’s taking the time to stay in touch.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t want to talk to her, not when . . .” I bite my lip. “Not when I’m the reason her daughter died.”


  “Griffin, you know that’s not true.”


  “Isn’t it, though?” I hiss. “You were there; you experienced the mind trip we went through in New Orleans. Tell me Claire’s passing has nothing to do with that.”


  He doesn’t say anything. Only the slight tic of his jaw tells me he’s thinking about what to say next.


  Finally, he says, “I don’t know what to believe, man. But what I do know is that you’ve suffered a loss, and it’s time to move on. Ren is the perfect girl to start something up with.”


  “No.” And I mean that. At least, that’s what my head is saying; my heart might be vying for another option.


  Something behind me catches Rogan’s attention; a sly grin spreads across his face. “Would you look at that,” he mutters under his breath and then lifts his hand to beckon someone behind me. “Hey, join us.”


  Before I can turn my head, I hear her voice. “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.”


  You have got to be fucking kidding me.


  “You’re not intruding at all.” Rogan nods at me. “You can have a seat next to Griffin. Go onmove over, Griff.” There’s a spark in Rogan’s eyes that makes me want to reach across the table and punch him square in the eye.


  Her perfume hits me first, and then a little playful nudge of her shoulder. “Hey, haven’t seen you around in a bit.”


  Because I was avoiding you . . . because I can’t get you out of my head.


  Because I’m stupidly desperate to find out what your lips taste like on mine.


  I turn to see Ren holding a platter of original Jake Cakes, a small order of waffle fries, and a giant sodait makes me smile, knowing she took my advice on lunch, but that smile quickly fades when I see the mint-green sundress she’s wearing. The straps are thin and delicate, hanging over her shoulders, the V in the front showing off way more than I would have expected from an algebra teacher, and her skin looks like it’s been kissed by the sun over the last few days.


  With her hair pulled back into a high ponytail, a light coat of mascara on those long eyelashes, and a gloss on her lips, she looks gorgeous, and with Rogan staring me down, watching my every move, I know he can tell just how affected I am in her presence.


  “Uh, yeah, been busy with work.” I cough and turn away, catching the smirk on Rogan’s face right before Jake walks up to us, a tray in hand.


  “Hey, boys, it’s about time you stopped by.” He sets down a plate of cakes in front of me along with waffle fries and a drink and then gives Rogan a salad.


  A fucking salad. It’s his usual, which Jake only makes for a few choice people.


  Jake grips the empty tray to his chest as he spots Ren beside me and holds out his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Jake.”


  Ren takes his hand, and I watch carefully as Jake’s eyes stay trained on Ren’s. That’s right, buddykeep your focus on her face and nothing else.


  “Hi, I’m Ren. I’m the new algebra teacher. It’s really nice to meet you.”


  Still holding her hand, Jake smiles. “Oh yeah, Brig was telling me all about the hot algebra teacher.” Ren blushes immediately. “Didn’t Griffin come to your rescue?”


  “Not something we need to talk about right now,” I cut in, not wanting Ren to live through that moment again. That’s old news by now.


  Jake looks between the two of us, the young, fun-loving guy slowly curving his lips up. “Oh shit, are you two dating?”


  “What?” My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline, and I scramble to stop any sort of gossip before it begins. “No, just friends. Neighbors. Acquaintances.”


  From across the table, Rogan gives me a sarcastic thumbs-up.


  “Oh, sorry about that, man.” Jake turns back to Ren, who has kept her eyes fixated on her plate in front of her. Shit, I hope I didn’t hurt her feelings. “If you’re not dating Griffin, maybe”


  “The restoration committee,” I shout before Jake can say what I think he was going to say. My outburst startles Ren; she jumps in her seat. I smile at her and then turn back to Jake, who has the same knowing smirk on his face as Rogan. I’ve known Jake for a long time; he’s really good friends with Brig, and he’s almost like a fourth brother to me. The ribbing I’ll get later is going to be bad, very bad. “Uh, I think we’re going to focus on your section this coming weekend. Make sure it’s ready for the upcoming Lobster Fest. Make sure you have paint.”


  Jake slowly nods. “That’s not a problem. Anything else you need from me?”


  I shake my head. “I think that’s about it. Thank you.”


  “And I should expect you . . .”


  “Five in the morning. Ruth is bringing the coffee; I’ll have the scones.”


  “Sounds good. See you then.” Jake turns his attention back to Ren. “It was nice to meet you. If you need someone to show you around town, let me know.” With a wink, he takes off back to his truck, leaving me irritated.


  “Goodness, you startled me.” Ren playfully swats my shoulder. “Why did you have to scream like that?”


  “Did I scream? I think it was more like talking loudly. Wouldn’t you agree, Rogan?”


  He pops a bite of lettuce in his mouth. “Sounded like screaming to me.”


  Who the fuck’s side is he on?


  I hastily change the subject. “How are the crab cakes? Good, right?”


  Ren nods, mouth full. She chews and swallows before answering. “These are so freaking good. You were right the other night; these are perfect.”


  “The other night?” Rogan gently pries.


  Oblivious of Rogan’s needling intentions, Ren nods happily. “Uh-huh. Griffin brought over some of Oliver’s famous ice cream to my house, you know, the secret stuff only locals know about, and I asked him all about his favorite places to eat. It’s why I’m here. I wanted to see what the big deal was all about. Glad I came, because these crab cakes are the best I’ve ever had.”


  My head is down, eyes focused on the food in front of me, but all I can feel is Rogan’s stare, his questioning gaze beckoning me to look up.


  “You brought her ice cream? You know the rules about my properties, dude. No ice cream.”


  “What? Really? Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry, Rogan, I mean Mr. Knightly. I didn’t mean”


  “He’s fucking with you, Ren,” I say before she has a panic attack. “And for the love of God, do not call him Mr. Knightly. We don’t need his head any bigger than it is.”


  “I don’t know.” Rogan takes a sip of his water. “Mr. Knightly sounds really good on the ears, especially since I’m her landlord.”


  I level with him. “Don’t be a dick.” I catch Ren’s worried gaze. “Call him Rogan, and eat whatever the hell you want in the house. There are no rules.”


  “Do you know that for sure? Have you read the fine print?” Rogan pushes, a spark igniting under his ass I haven’t seen in a while. My guess is it’s from seeing his older brother squirm. I’m usually levelheaded and unfazed, but around Ren I turn into a hot fucking mess.


  “Oh, I read the fine print,” Ren says, a forkful of crabmeat ready to be consumed. “It said Rogan Knightly is a jackass.”


  Rogan’s eyes widen right before the smirk on his face grows. I snort and turn back to my food, liking that Ren feels comfortable enough to stand up for herself against Rogan.


  “I think you just took one hundred dollars off your rent,” Rogan says before taking another bite of his salad.


  “Is that all it takes? Insult you and get money off rent?” She chuckles. “If I would have known that, I would have started insulting you the minute I signed the lease.”


  “It’s a onetime insulting discount. Don’t get carried away.”


  “Noted.” She nudges my elbow. “So the restoration committee is coming together this weekend?”


  “Yeah,” Rogan cuts in. “You should come help out. You get free scones and coffee, plus you could meet some new people, other than this guy.” Rogan jabs his thumb toward me. “It might help knowing someone other than a Knightly. Jake is cool; he’ll be there.”


  I grind my teeth together, seeing what my brother is doing.


  “He seemed very nice. And you’re fixing up the picnic tables this time?”


  I move my jaw back and forth before answering, trying to ease the tension building up right below my ear. “Yeah. We’ll be hosing everything down, touching up paint, weeding, basic crap like that just to make it more presentable. Jake will be washing his truck.”


  “Oh, cool, and you need help?”


  “They can always use an extra hand,” Rogan says, butting in once again.


  “Then count me in.”
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  After Rogan leaves to meet with a contractor, I move to sit across from Ren rather than by her side. She tilts her head to the side, sipping from her soda, studying me across the table as I munch on my waffle fries. I always get a large orderI’ll work it off somehow.


  “You know, it’s oddly unsettling how much you and your brothers look alike, Reid especially. Those are some strong genes your parents have.”


  “Reid is like a mini-me, always has been.”


  “Yeah, and Brig has that whole bad-boy vibe.”


  I snort. “He’s the complete opposite. Don’t let the tattoos and black pants deter you. The guy is a total softy and a romantic. Always wants to be in a relationship.”


  “Is he right now?”


  I shake my head. “Can’t seem to hold anyone down.” I don’t mention why; the reason is too unbelievable to say aloud.


  “That’s a shame. He seems like a nice guy. What about your other brothers? Are they taken?”


  I lift a brow in her direction. “Why, fishing for a date?”


  Her cheeks turn an adorable shade of crimson. “No, just . . . curious, I guess.”


  “All single.” I pop another fry in my mouth.


  “That’s really hard to believe. You seem like a bunch of guys everyone would be after.”


  I bite my tongue, wanting to tell her to just wait until she starts talking to some of the single girls in town. In person we might seem like a catch, but everyone knows what lurks in our past. Not even the desperate and divorced want to come near us with a ten-foot pole. I may welcome the solitude, but it’s been hard on my brothers.


  I rack my brain for an easier response. “We’ve all known each other so long it would be like dating your brother.”


  Kind of the truth, maybe . . . or they’re all so scared of the “curse” that no woman will even look at us in a romanticor just plain sexualway.


  “Oh, I never thought about it like that.”


  She sips on her drink some more. I take the opportunity to change the subject. “Do you miss California?”


  She shakes her head. “Not even a little. I mean, I miss my parents, but not California. It was so smoggy in LA, and packed full of people. I know there are tons of tourists here, but the friendly locals and the atmosphere balance it out. Plus it will die down a little with the season change, right?”


  “Yeah, with school starting soon, the vacation season will slow down. We’ll still get a steady flow of people coming in and out, but nothing like you see now.”


  “That’s good to know.” She pauses. “I’m a little nervous about classes starting up soon. I’ve had a few meetings with the principal and school board, but nothing too serious. I saw my classroom yesterday, and I’ve starting thinking of ways I can make it my own, but I’m more interested in the kids. Are these small-town children going to be brats?” She chuckles but also looks serious.


  “Nah, they’re pretty good, and do you know why?”


  “Why?” She smiles over her straw.


  “Because everyone is in everyone’s business in this town, so if little Johnny Parker acts out during algebra, you can bet your ass that his parents are going to find out about it, and he’s going to get in trouble.”


  “Ahh, that makes complete sense.”


  “Last year, I saw Scottie Hines, the ninth-grade English teacher, run into Freddy Thompson’s parents in the produce section of the general store. Apparently, Freddy was messing around in class, not paying attention, and talking during a lecture. Well, Scottie told Freddy’s parents while he was picking out a bundle of apples, and holy shit, did they lose it. Not only is it bad for the kid, but it’s also embarrassing to the parents. All the elders were talking about the Thompsons’ bad kid. Gossip spreads like wildfire here, which you already know. The next day, Freddy went up and down Main Street after school washing all the street windows and apologizing to any local he saw for embarrassing his parents.”


  “Oh my God, are you serious?”


  I slowly nod. “Yup. So keep that in your back pocket if any of the kids try to give you a hard time. You have a power over them greater than anything: town shaming.”


  She chuckles, covering her mouth and shaking her head. I like when she smiles, when she laughs, when she has pure joy on her face. It’s beautiful to watch.


  “Town shaming? Man, I bet every parent wishes they had that tool at their disposal.”


  “Well, in Port Snow they do. You know when they say it takes a village to raise a child? It’s so true in this town.”


  “Which is why you barely ever got away with things when you were a kid.”


  “Exactly.” I pop the last waffle fry in my mouth and brush off my fingers with a napkin. I glance at my watch and cringe. “I should get back to work; the second wave of customers is going to be hitting soon.”


  “Yeah, I should probably get going too. I wanted to go check out the library, get a card, and find some books to read. I ordered a few Adirondack chairs I’m going to attempt to put together tonight so I have something to sit on in the backyard. Kind of want to soak up all the ocean air I can before it gets too cold.”


  Does she need help putting together the chairs? I can’t imagine it being an easy task all by yourself. But I’m not going to ask if she needs help. That would mean spending too much time with her when I know I shouldn’t. Hell, I shouldn’t have even had lunch with her to begin with, so helping her with Adirondack chairs is not going to happen. Nope. I will keep my mouth shut and move on with my day.


  “Well, good luck with the chairs,” I say, wincing internally. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”


  And then I take off toward the Lobster Landing, feeling like a complete tool.
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  Okay, it’s pretty clear at this point there was no way in hell I could get through another three hours of my shift at the Landing and then mosey on over to my house without even thinking about looking over at Ren’s, wondering if she needed help. I’m not a monster.


  But I didn’t have to show up at her doorstep with pizza and cider in hand either.


  The door opens, and Ren is wearing short red cotton shorts and a black tank top, her hair a mess on the top of her head. Sweat is glistening off her body, and there is a tired look in her eyes.


  Crap, she must be struggling.


  “Oh, you’re an angel.”


  Before I can say a word, she’s taking my arm and pulling me into the house, straight to the back porch, where there are four big boxes piled around and multiple wood pieces scattered across the concrete.


  “Please tell me you came to help me build these things. That’s why you’re here, right? To save me once again?” She’s holding her palms together in a prayerlike pose, shifting from side to side, desperation in her eyes.


  “Nah, just came to drop off some pizza. I’m going to head out and hang with my brothers.”


  “Oh.” She stands up straight. “Really? That’s fun.”


  I roll my eyes and hand her the pizza. Thankful I changed into shorts, I squat to the ground and start picking up pieces. “Of course I came to help. I could hear your struggle from my house.”


  Relief washes over her as she whispers, “Thank God,” and sets the pizza down. “I’ll go get us plates.”


  “Don’t bother. We can eat a slice at a time. I hope you like cider.”


  She lifts the six-pack up and examines it. “I’ll pretty much drink anything at this point to help me forget the last hour of my life I wasted trying to figure out these chairs.”


  “Don’t worry. I can help, but I’m not doing it on my own.” I stare her down.


  “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


  We spend the next few minutes sorting out all the wood pieces, along with the nuts and bolts that correspond with each piece. I don’t know what she was trying to do beforehand, but whatever it was made the whole process exponentially more confusing.


  “I’ve never put furniture together before. My dad always did it for me.”


  “You don’t say,” I tease. Playfully she nudges me with her foot. “It was quite ambitious of you, though, to try to put four chairs together all by yourself with zero experience. I’m impressed.”


  “How much more impressed would you have been if you came over here with pizza and cider only to find me lounging in said chairs, already built?”


  “I would have asked you to head up the restoration committee.”


  “Oh, no you don’t, Griffin Knightly. Don’t you dare pawn off your leadership roles on me.”


  I chuckle. “Well, clearly I can’t.” I motion to all the pieces scattered everywhere.


  “Hey, I had good intentions. Is it my fault I couldn’t find the directions at first? Who tapes them to the inside of the box anyway?”


  “I feel like a lot of companies do.”


  “It’s stupid. What if I threw out the box without even knowing? I would be that person searching on the internet, hoping and praying there is some kind of building manual online.”


  “Nothing wrong with that.”


  She pops open a cider and hands it to me. I pause my work to take it, happy with the sorting I did. “Thank you.”


  “No, thank you,” she says sincerely. “For some reason, I feel like that moose knew what it was doing by jumping in front of me on that country road. He gave me a friend in a new town.”


  Friend. For some reason that title doesn’t leave me all too thrilled, and I kind of regret even using the term with her out loud. Is it strange to want more? To desire more when I know deep down inside that no matter what I want, I’ll never get it?


  “You’re lucky I was the one who rescued you that day.”


  “Yeah?” She opens the pizza box and brings a gooey slice to her mouth. “Why’s that?”


  I avert my eyes from her luscious lips. “If Tracker was on call, he would be at your doorstep every day.”


  “Well, aren’t you?” she asks with a smile. When I give her a look, she chuckles to herself. “Who’s Tracker?”


  “The town man whore. He’s a damn good firefighter, but he’s been known to make his way through hordes of unsuspecting tourists.”


  “Oh, really?” She wiggles her eyebrows at me and leans forward. “You know, for someone who doesn’t like town gossip, you sure do partake in it a lot.”


  I shrug. “It’s in my blood. I can’t help it.”


  “That’s understandable. Now, tell me more about this Tracker. Does he lure girls in with his firefighter stories and then take them back to his bunk in the firehouse?”


  I cock my head to the side. “Why does that sound like a bad porn?”


  She pauses midchew, thinking. “You know, it really does sound like a bad porn.” She leans forward even more. “But that’s what he does, right?”


  “You’re scary accurate. He hangs out at the Har-Bahr, picks up women with war stories from the fire department, and then takes them back to his house, which is right next to the firehouse.”


  “Classic move. Good for him.” She eyes me over her pizza slice. “Do you ever borrow any moves from Tracker’s book?”


  “To pick up women?” I shake my head. “Yeah, no. Don’t really have any interest in that stuff.”


  “Oh,” and then, “Ohhhh, I’m sorry, I had no idea.”


  “No idea what?”


  “That you’re gay. I totally stereotyped you as a macho-man firefighter who dated all the ladies. That was wrong of me. I’m sorry.”


  “What? I’m not gay, Ren.”


  “Oh.” Her face turns a shade of red I’ve never seen before. She takes a giant bite of her pizza and dodges my gaze, chewing frantically. Once she swallows, she says, “I’m so embarrassed right now.”


  “You should be embarrassed.”


  Her eyes shoot up to mine, where they find a huge smile on my face. The embarrassment quickly washes away and is replaced with disbelief and humor. Eyes wide, her expression one of pure revenge, she chucks her napkin at me. “You ass!”


  I swat her napkin away and laugh. “The look on your face was great.”


  Now she’s pointing her finger, a threatening bounce in her fingertip. “Oh, you better watch your back, Knightly. I have no qualms about payback. I’m vicious.”


  “Vicious? Is that right?”


  “Oh yeah, relentless, actually. You could be screaming for mercy, and I’d still get revenge.”


  The way her eyes light up with excitement, her features coming aliveit does something to me, something I haven’t felt in a while. It’s as if for the first time in two years, my body is waking up from a deep slumber, lighting up inside.


  She’s playful.


  She’s fun.


  She’s beautiful.


  She’s everything I would look for in a woman . . .


  And everything I should stay away from.


  But I can’t seem to stay away. Every day I wake up wondering if I’ll run into her, if I should bring her some fudge on my way home to restock her secret stash of sweets. When I’m at Snow Roast, I’m constantly looking around, wondering if she’s there. At the Lobster Landing, I’m gazing at every face in the crowd, hoping she’ll pay me a visit.


  And when I do see her, butterflies take flight in my stomach, excitement consuming me. It’s the type of feeling I never could have anticipated when I was pulling her from her car, and yet here I am, on a Tuesday night, bringing her pizza and building her furniture.


  “You aren’t acting very scared.”


  I lean back on one hand, pizza in the other. “Not to be a dick, but you’re what, five foot three? There is not much to be scared of.”


  “Hey!” She jabs her finger into her thigh as she speaks to add emphasis to her fury. “Small packages pack a big punch. Don’t underestimate me.”


  I nonchalantly shrug. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”


  “You’re playing with fire, Knightly. You should be very scared.”


  Oddly enough, I’m terrified right now as she smiles mischievously at me, but for completely different reasons.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  REN


  Okay, this might have been a bad idea.


  When I said I wanted to help around town and meet new people, I wasn’t expecting to feel like a walking zombie on a Sunday morning.


  The sun isn’t even up, so I flip on my phone light and make my way down the street toward Main. Every light in Griffin’s house is off, and I swear, if this was all one big joke, and I’m the only one hightailing it down the streets of Port Snow to do some town beautification, I’m going to be pissed.


  But what a good hazing prank.


  No! I will be pissed.


  A little chilly, I pull the sleeves of my sweater down over my hands and make the turn toward Main, the waves crashing against the rocky coast echoing in the quiet early-morning air.


  It’s so peaceful at this hour, just the sounds of the ocean and the occasional squeaky shop sign swaying in the breeze.


  I make my way down toward the harbor; beyond the rows of beautiful potted plants hanging from the wrought iron streetlights, there’s a high-powered lamp lighting up the picnic tables and a man with a water pressure gun spraying down the area. There is a small group of people gathering to the side, holding on to cups of coffee. I’m relieved to see this wasn’t a hazing moment.


  As I draw closer, I can make out some familiar faces: Brig, Rogan, Jake, Ruth, Rylee, and her husband, Beck. They’re all huddling together while Griffin power washes the concrete. How long has he been out here? It’s 4:55 a.m.; the picnic tables already look dry, and it seems like he’s on the last portion of the concrete.


  Does this man ever sleep?


  He stayed at my house the other night until eleven helping me with my chairs, a project that was much larger than I’d ever expected. I’d really wanted to do it on my own, but once I’d seen all the pieces I had to put together, I’d realized the instruction manual wasn’t lying when it called for two people to do the job. Imagine that.


  We spent the night ribbing each other, joking around, and arguing only a little when it came to putting some pieces together.


  It felt right, like we’ve been friends forever.


  Quickly Griffin has become the guy I’ve started to lean on in this town, the guy I want to see everywhere I go, the guy who always makes me happy when he’s around.


  I just wish there were a little more between us.


  I’m not so naive I don’t notice when he looks at me with that primal male stare, the one that soaks up every inch of my body, the one that speaks of naughty thoughts, but for some reason, nothing ever happens.


  After every interaction, he takes off with a quick wave, departing abruptly without much to say. It’s odd. We have such a good time, and then all of a sudden, it’s like something hits him in the head, and he can’t flee quickly enough.


  And when he showed up at my door with pizza and an offer to help with the chairs, I thought that maybe, just maybe, something might spark between us. But when he made no move, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d been reading him wrong this entire time.


  Maybe I have been.


  Maybe I’ve been misinterpreting his looks.


  Maybe I’ve been living in a fantasy.


  “Good morning,” Jake says, walking up to me with a cup of coffee. “Thanks for coming out to help.”


  I try to hold back the yawn that wants to pop out, but it’s useless. I cover my mouth, but Jake sees before I can hide it.


  “Early, I know, but the scones and coffee will be worth it.”


  I take the cup from him and hold it up as a thank-you. “I work for free food. It’s how you can get me every time.”


  “If that’s the case, how about some free crab cakes for cleaning my fryer?”


  I pat him on the shoulder as I blow on the steaming coffee. “I’m not that desperate, Jake.”


  He snaps his fingers in disappointment. “Damn it.”


  “Good morning.” Rylee and Ruth stroll over with a plate bearing scones in all different flavors, the aroma making me think the early wake-up might just be worth it. “There is apricot, raspberry, cinnamon chip, and of course blueberry.”


  Ruth hands me a napkin, and I contemplate which one to take. “They all look so good. Which one do you think I should take?”


  Perched on the back of a pickup truck, hauling soil, Beck calls out, “Take the apricot.”


  Rylee shakes her head. “He’s just saying that so you don’t take the blueberry, which is his favorite. We have a sitter watching the babies right now, so he’s feeling a little rambunctious.”


  “Maybe I’ll take the blueberry, then.” I glance over at Beck; his mouth hangs open in shock. I laugh. “Just kidding. I won’t take your precious blueberry. I’ll go for the cinnamon chip.”


  “Smart choice,” Brig says, stepping over to us as Ruth hands me the pastry. “Griff had one already this morning. That’s his favorite.” Oddly, Brig wiggles his eyebrows at me.


  The power washer shuts off, and when Griffin looks up, his eyes immediately lock on mine, a smile playing at the corners of his lips. He waves before setting the power-washer handle off to the side, wrapping up the hose in a tight circle. And when he walks toward us, I can’t seem to tear my gaze away. There’s a swagger in every step he takes, purpose in his gait.


  The way his T-shirt rides against his strong pecs, wrapping around his thick biceps, tapering at his waist, not to mention the way his jeans hug him in all the right placesit’s hard to look away.


  When he reaches us, his eyes quickly rake over me before he sticks his hands in his pockets. “Glad you could make it.”


  “Sure, anytime.” I take a bite of my scone while everyone is silent, intently watching our interaction. It’s rather uncomfortable, but thankfully Griffin steers the conversation to more comfortable topics.


  “Okay, the picnic tables should be dry soon. Let’s start on the landscaping and then move on to the tables. It doesn’t seem like we’ll have a lot to do because this little section has been pretty well maintained.”


  “I’ll take credit for that.” Jake cutely raises his hand. “My staff is really good at wiping down the tables every night and keeping things as clean as possible.”


  “They do a great job,” Griffin says, adding, “But that truck, dude, we need to shine it up.”


  “I’m on it, don’t worry.”


  I glance over at the food truck, and from what I can see, it looks fine, but then again, I’m pretty sure the people of Port Snow have higher standards.


  “Before we get started, has everyone met Ren?”


  “We have.” Rylee leans over and puts an arm around me. “And we’re snagging her for flower planting and replacement while you boys pick weeds.”


  “No way. Last time you worked on the flowers, you left us to doing all the weeding,” Brig complains.


  “Then you should have called it first if you were going to be upset about it,” Rylee counters and loops her arm through mine. “Come on, Ren, we’ll show these boys what real work is all about.”


  As she walks me toward a pickup truck with a bed full of flower trays, I look over my shoulder to find Griffin watching me. He gives me a smile and then turns toward the guys, motioning for them to join him on the cobbled ground, where they start meticulously pulling small weeds from between the cracks.


  Flower beds seem so much more appealing right about now, even though it’s not working with Griffin.


  I finish up my scone, licking the last delicious crumbs from my fingers while Rylee gives me the lay of the land.


  “Okay, this isn’t an easy job, but it’s better than being on our hands and knees the first half of the morning. Jake has five flower beds around the area. We’re just going to replace some of the dead flowers and spruce them up, make them real showstoppers.”


  “I love that. Just tell me what you want me to do.”


  “Have you ever planted a flower before?” Ruth asks.


  “I used to help my mom every spring in the garden. I’m so your girl for this project.”


  “Really?” Ruth gets excited. “This is great. We’ve had a few people come to help, and Rylee has scared them away. She’s too intense when it comes to the flower beds.”


  Rylee scoffs. “They have to be done a certain way, or they look like crap. That’s not my fault; that’s just holding people to higher standards.”


  “Well, don’t worry. You’re not going to offend me. So please tell me if I’m doing something you don’t like.”


  Ruth holds out a pair of gardening gloves, the palms and fingers dipped in a pink wax. “Don’t worry; she’s never been one to keep her mouth shut when it comes to the flower beds.”


  “They’re a vital part of making the town pretty. Sorry I want to make sure they’re perfect at all times.”


  “I get it; my mom was the same way. Tell me what to do, and I’ll get started.”


  “Why don’t you start assessing the flowers and taking out the ones that need to be replaced? Rylee and I can bring you replacements based off what you take out.”


  “That works great.”


  I slip on my gloves and snag a shovel from the garden bucket. The first flower bed is very close to the truck, so Rylee and I can still chat as we get to work.


  “Are you second-guessing joining this little committee?”


  I chuckle and start digging out an old purple iris that’s wilted. “How about I tell you tomorrow?”


  “I like that,” Ruth says. “Get the full experience before jumping to conclusions. That’s a true teacher right there.”


  “Why did you guys join?”


  “We’ve both been a part of the committee for a long time. My dad was a part of it,” Ruth says. “With Griffin’s parents, actually, and he always took great pride in making the town beautiful, so I wanted to do something to honor him. It also gives me some time away from the coffee beans, which is always a plus.”


  “Ruth dragged me along with her,” Rylee jokingly says. “And I kind of got attached to it, heading up all the flower beds in town. I roped Beck into it. He absolutely adores the town, though, and wants to make sure it stays in pristine condition. He’s actually from Los Angeles like you.”


  “Oh, really? What brought him out here?”


  “Me.” Rylee’s smile couldn’t be any bigger as she sets trays of flowers by the bed I’m working on.


  “That sounds romantic. Care to share?”


  “They met at a wedding they were both crashing in Key West,” Ruth chimes in. “She tried to move on, and he wouldn’t let her. Let’s just say he was smitten right away. And our friends Victoria and Zoey wouldn’t let her leave the island without spending some quality time with him.”


  “Oh my gosh, sounds like a dream. So he decided to move out here to be with you?”


  “Not right away,” Ruth says, clearly relishing her chance to tell Rylee’s story. “There was some time apart and phone sex.”


  “There was no phone sex,” Rylee cuts in.


  “There was phone sex, babe,” Beck calls out from the sidewalk, making Rylee blush.


  I peek over at Beck and can’t help but wonder what phone sex with him would be like. Totally inappropriate, but that’s where my mind wanders. I bet he’s very good at it. He has enough confidence to pull it off.


  “Ignore him.” Rylee waves him off and turns her attention back to me. “So is there anyone special in your life?”


  I immediately feel multiple pairs of eyes fixate on me.


  How did I not realize I’d be put through the gauntlet today? I’m the new girl; they’re going to want to know everything about me. Hell, I would do the same thing if I were them. I just wish the first question wasn’t about my dating life, something that has been nonexistent for a while now.


  “Anyone special in my life? Unfortunately, no.” I pull out another iris.


  “So you didn’t leave anyone behind in Los Angeles? Can we expect a guy to come flying in any day now to tell you he made a big mistake and wants you back?”


  Ruth places a hand on Rylee’s shoulder. “Please excuse my friend and her wild imagination. She loves overdone romantic gestures that are usually fabricated. She is a romance author, after all.”


  I chuckle. “Don’t worry; she’s good. No, there’s no one. No unexpected claims for love on my end. If anyone comes flying out here to beg for me to come back, it’s going to embarrassingly be my mom.”


  “Ugh, my mom would be the same way if I left Port Snow,” Ruth says. “Then again, I’m all she has left. But let’s not talk about that.” She leans forward a bit. “Is there anyone you have your eyes on? You know, we have a lot of eligible bachelors in this town. And believe me when I say Port Snow knows how to grow them handsome.”


  “She’s right.” Rylee raises her eyebrows. “We have a lot of hot guys in this town. Starting with Tracker.”


  “Oh, Griffin told me about him.” I wave my shovel at them. “Said he’s a real man whore.”


  “Big time,” Rylee confirms while placing a new plant in a vacant hole. “Griffin was right, but Tracker’s also a good time; at least that’s what I’ve heard. I have no personal experience. And don’t forget Jake and Oliver.”


  “General store Oliver?” I ask.


  “Yup.” Ruth nods. “Such a shame that a man who can make ice cream that good is single; just doesn’t seem right with the world, does it?”


  “It really doesn’t.”


  “And there’s also Kent down at the deli, Brock at the Lighthouse, and the Knightly boys. All single,” Rylee says, motioning with her finger toward where the guys are picking weeds. I refuse to turn around and look at them. “But you have to watch out for the Knightlys, you knowoomph.” Ruth has not so nonchalantly elbowed Rylee, who stares down her friend with murderous eyes. “Hey, you clipped my side boob. That hurt.”


  Skipping the apology, Ruth clears her throat and motions with her eyes, shifting them back and forth. The exchange is really odd and uncomfortable as they silently talk to each other.


  Uh, what is going on here?


  Since neither of them seems to bring the conversation back to the group, I take it upon myself. I awkwardly clear my throat. “Wow, that’s a lot of single men on the prowl. Any single teachers?”


  “Uh, Carson, the history teacher, is single, right?” Rylee asks Ruth.


  “I think so. Pretty sure he just broke up with his girlfriend from Pottsmouth. She didn’t like the commute to see him.”


  “Isn’t it, like, twenty minutes?” I ask.


  “Yeah, we never said she was a good person, just a person Carson dated. I think she was a nurse, right?” Rylee asks.


  “I think so.” Ruth nods. “She worked weird hours, and it was one of the reasons why they didn’t work out so well.”


  I take in their conversation, smiling to myself. There has to be something in the water here; even people who swear off gossip can’t help but pass around juicy information.


  “Do you want us to fix you up with anyone?”


  “What?” I ask, bringing my attention back to the conversation while replacing an old daylily with a fresh one.


  “If you want to try dating, we could hook you up with someone. I know all the single guys in town,” Rylee says. “I even made an Excel spreadsheet all about them for my single friends . . . who are just Victoria and Ruth at this point.”


  “You’re single?” I ask Ruth, a little surprised.


  “Yup.”


  “She’s lusting after someone but won’t tell me who,” Rylee says with an eye roll.


  “Maybe because keeping a secret between the two of us is almost impossible.” Ruth gives her a stern look.


  “Whatever. Just tell us if you want us to hook you up with someone. I’m a great matchmaker.”


  “Don’t listen to her,” Ruth cuts in. “She has yet to make one lasting match.”


  Rylee pours dirt into the flower bed to fill in any holes. “It’s not my fault none of them see how genius my match was.”


  Turning serious and lowering her voice, Ruth asks, “Do you have a thing for Griffin?”


  “What?” I shout-whisper, looking over my shoulder to make sure none of the guys are paying attention. They’re all weeding, minding their own business, the waves crashing into the rocks hopefully drowning out Ruth’s question. “Why would you think that?”


  “Probably because you both get this cheesy smile whenever you’re around each other.”


  Do I get a cheesy smile on my face? God, I wouldn’t even know at this point; I can barely focus when he’s around.


  “I think I just smile because it’s good to see someone I know. Does that make sense?”


  “Wow, you’re a horrible liar.” Rylee really holds nothing back, does she? “Just be honest with us. Do you like him?”


  Before I can answer, Griffin calls over to us. “Hey, I don’t see much work going on over there, ladies. We’re going to sit and rest when we’re done weeding and wait until you’re done to start the picnic tables. So unless you want to be out here forever, I suggest you stop gossiping.”


  In my entire life, this is the first time I’ve ever been reprimanded for talking when I shouldn’tnow I know how my students feel when I catch them. I hastily finish up with the first flower bed and move on to the next, away from Ruth and Rylee and their probing questions.
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  “How different are the beaches here compared to California?” Brig asks, his head tilted to the side, the sun starting to crest past the ocean, casting an orange glow all around us.


  After we finished the flower beds, I was paired with Brig to touch up the picnic tables with paint while Jake and Beck clean the food truck and Griffin and the girls tackle their own tables. It’s amazing how much we can accomplish in such a short amount of time. I’m really impressed with everyone’s hard work. It’s heartwarming.


  I consider Brig’s question, realizing my life in LA already seems like it happened a long time ago. “Well, the beaches in California are warmer. They also are mainly sand with some beach grass sticking up. But here in Maine, the rocks, goshI’ve never seen erosion like this. The rocks are so old, but beautifully shaved down by the constant push and pull of the waves. In California, the beaches are just sand; at least, in Southern California they’re just sand.”


  Thoughtfully, Brig takes in my answer. Griffin was so righthe might have a tough exterior, but he’s a huge softy on the inside and really chatty. “If you had to choose only one beach for the rest of your life, which would it be? What kind of beach do you see yourself sunbathing on, preferably in a little red one-piece? Do you have one of those?”


  I dramatically roll my eyes. He’s also a giant flirt. “Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t have a red one-piece.” It’s a two-piece, but he doesn’t need to know that. “I apologize.”


  “It’s okay; your politeness makes up for it.” Brig clears his throat. “I’ve always wanted to go to California. I really want to go to Napa Valley and get drunk off my ass from all the wine and then watch the sun set over the vineyards.”


  I study Brig, holding my paintbrush still for a few beats. “I think you’re the first guy I’ve ever met who wants to get drunk in Napa Valley.”


  “Oh, that’s not a common desire among men?”


  What man talks like that? “Not any man I’ve come across.”


  “Well, I’m a different breed.” He winks and then turns toward the others, watching their progress for a few seconds. “Have you been able to make some friends? Moving to a new town can’t be easy.”


  “You know, I was nervous at first; moving to a new place is always nerve racking, but I think the moose darting in front of my car was a blessing in disguise.”


  “It did a number on your car.”


  I chuckle. “I know, but I have to look past that. If it wasn’t for the moose, then I would never have veered off into the ditch, and then I would never have become friends with Griffin. He’s been so nice, introducing me to everyone. It’s almost like because I’m friends with him, everyone is friends with me.”


  “We do have that effect on people.” Brig smooths down his hair. He’s ridiculous. “If you’re in with a Knightly, you’re in with everyone.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yup.” He makes a long stroke across the picnic table with his pink-coated paintbrush. I’m not sure if he’s even covering any marks up, but he’s been too chatty to notice the job he’s doing. “If you want to meet some more people, I’m hosting a cheese-and-wine tasting at the garage tomorrow night.”


  I pause and peer at him, a furrow in my brow. I shouldn’t be surprised, but . . . “You have cheese-and-wine tasting at an auto shop?”


  He chuckles. “I know it sounds weird, but hear me out. Behind the garage, we have a huge backyard where we hold events occasionally. I get together with the local cheese farmer and vineyard and put together a small event for the locals. I decorate the yard with some of my favorite Ford Mustangs, play music, and offer up samplings to those who come. It’s fancy as shit and fun. You should come.”


  “How fancy?”


  “Cocktail attire, but it’s free.”


  “It’s free? I can drink wine and eat cheese for free?”


  He nods. “Yup. If you want to buy something you tasted, you can. They bring bottles and cheese for purchase.”


  “Sounds fun. What time tomorrow?”


  “Seven. You’re going to come, right?”


  I chuckle. “No pressure or anything.”


  “There will be a lot of people our age there, so you can make some more friends. Probably a good thing, since you’ve only been hanging out with that old grump lately.”


  “Who? Griffin? You think he’s an old grump?”


  Brig lets out a guffaw, drawing everyone’s attention, even Griffin’s. His jaw seems to be set in stone as he peers at us. He doesn’t look happy. I hope he doesn’t think we’re goofing off over here, because I’ve been working. Unlike Brig, who’s just tossing the paintbrush around, hoping to get some coverage.


  “Griffin is the definition of an old grump. Trust me. And come to the event tomorrow; you’ll have a great time.”


  I don’t have to think about it all that much. I’m trying to get involved in every aspect of the community. A cheese-and-wine tasting behind an automobile shop, though odd, seems right up my alley.


  “Okay, I’ll be there.”


  “Attagirl!”


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  GRIFFIN


  “Didn’t think you were going to show up.”


  “Why do you say that?” I ask, adjusting the sleeves of my dress shirt.


  “Because you’re always on time, and it’s seven twenty,” Brig, the time police, says. “I was thinking you forgot or were maybe a jealous motherfucker because I was talking to your girl yesterday and making her laugh.”


  That didn’t go unnoticed.


  Yesterday was a giant pain in my ass. After staying up late brainstorming ideas for the Lobster Fest booth, I made sure to get up early and power wash the patio before everyone got there. I knew Ren was coming, and despite wanting to keep my distance, I still fantasized about us working together. Brig fucked that up when he clung to Ren and teamed up with her when it came to painting. And the girls snagged her for the flower beds. I got to hear Ren’s laughter sifting through the early morning, but I wasn’t the one making her laugh.


  And that grated on me.


  “She’s not my girl,” I answer through clenched teeth, even though at times, I wish she were.


  “Then why do I see steam is coming out of your ears?”


  “Because you’re annoying me, like always,” I answer, letting out a long breath. Being the oldest brother has its challenges; dealing with Brig is one of them.


  “Well, in case you were wondering, she’s here tonight.”


  I feel a jolt of surprise, and my eyes scan over the decently sized crowd milling about on the patio and across the lawn, wineglasses and plates of cheese in hand.


  “Ren is?” I ask, my eyes taking in every face but not finding her.


  Chuckling, Brig claps me on the back. “Not your girl? Okay, I call bullshit, but last I saw she was talking with Jake.”


  Fucking Jake.


  I adjust my pants low on my hips and make sure my shirt is tucked in before making my way into the actual party.


  The weather is pristine this evening, not too hot or humid, the perfect temperature to enjoy an evening out. There are lights strung about the yard, held aloft by poles bordering the yard. Potted plants and flower beds square off the space from the rest of the backyard, which stretches to a wooded area. Benches surround a gas firepit, and there are high-top tables scattered around the space. My brother might be an idiot most of the time, but he does know how to throw a good eventin the back of an auto shop.


  “She’s to the left, next to the Boss 302 Tribute, in case you were wondering.”


  “Go greet your other guests, jackass.” Ignoring his laugh, I head to the bar, where I grab a beer; wine really isn’t my thing. I casually take a sip, surveying the party. I scan the yard for the distinct red Mustang with black stripes running over the hood, one of Brig’s absolute favorites, and spot Jake’s back. He’s talking to someone I’m going to assume is Ren. But from where I’m standing, I can’t quite get a good look at her.


  “Hey, Griff,” Jen says, walking up next to me. “You’re late.”


  “Wanted to take a shower. I smelled like fudge.”


  “You could smell like worse things.” She takes a sip of her wine. “Did you see Ren? She looks beautiful tonight.”


  I’m not even going to be mad about Jen mentioning Ren; at this point, there’s nothing I can really do to stop my family’s constant interference.


  “You know, Brig invited her tonight specifically for you. He told me all about it yesterday. Called me on his way home from the restoration committee, bragging about his plan to get you two together.”


  I turn to Jen. “Are you serious?” From just past Jen’s shoulder I can see Brig smiling brightly at me, a knowing look in his eye. Jesus, he’s just as bad as my mom and Jen.


  “Yup. And when you didn’t show up right away, he was upset, thought that maybe you weren’t going to come. It was sad, like a wounded puppy walking around his own party.”


  “So what you’re telling me is that I made his night.”


  “Oh, you probably made his week.”


  I shake my head, chuckling as I take a sip of my beer. “He’s such a douche.”


  “A romantic douche who wants to see you happy. We all see it, Griff, the way you lust after her.”


  “I don’t lust after her,” I scoff, even though I’m pretty sure that’s a lie.


  Leveling with me, she turns her back toward the party and forces me to look at her. “You know I love you, right?”


  “Why do I feel like I’m not going to like what you say next?”


  “Because I know you won’t.” She presses her hand to my forearm, and her face grows serious, tears starting to well up in her eyes . . . and that’s when I drop the tough-guy act for a moment to truly listen to my sister. “I miss her too, Griff. She was my best friend.” I swallow hard as a tear slips past Jen’s eye. I quickly reach out and wipe it away. “We all miss Claire, but at some point you need to let go; you need to move on.”


  “It’s not that simple,” I whisper. “There’s more to it.”


  “You’re not freaking cursed, Griff. It was a weird coincidence, okay? There is no curse.”


  “But what if there is?” I shoot back, gripping my beer bottle tightly. “I . . . I like her, Jen. Okay?” I drag my hand down my face. “What if something happens to her because of me? I would never forgive myself.”


  “And what if you’re wrong and nothing ever happens between the two of you because you were too chickenshit to act on your feelings?” Squeezing my forearm, she softens her tone. “She likes you, Griff. She has no interest in anyone else in this town besides you. I think it’s time you put your past behind you and start living in the present, because if you don’t, you very well might miss out on something incredibly special.” Standing on her toes, she gives me a quick hug before walking off.


  Fuck.


  I have no idea what I want to do, my mind whirling with the possibility of making a move and the all-consuming fear of letting myself love again.


  I make my way toward one of Brig’s favorite Mustang convertibles and try to catch my breath as I take in the pristine leather of the interior. Buttery soft and polished.


  I desperately want to know what it’s like to hold Ren’s hand, to have her smile up at me right before I lean down for a kiss. I want to know what it’s like to take her out on an official date, what it’s like to text her before I go to bed or right when I wake up. I want to experience her body pressed against mine, her head resting on my shoulder as we stare out at the vast ocean during a beautiful Maine sunrise.


  But what if something happens to her? If the curse is real? I would never forgive myself . . .


  “Hey, I didn’t know you were going to be here.” I don’t even have to turn around to know it’s Ren. From the corner of my eye, I spot Jen talking to Jake, and I can only imagine what she must have said to drag him away from Ren. Meddler. Jen and my entire family: a bunch of meddlers.


  With a deep breath, I turn to find a smiling Ren.


  And goddamn . . . my breath catches in my throat as I take her in.


  Wearing a strappy little black dress and high heels, she looks fucking stunning. Her hair is pulled to the side in curls, and her makeup is a little heavier than normal, but it doesn’t take away from the deep moss color of her eyes or the pout of her mesmerizing lips.


  So fucking beautiful.


  “Hey,” I’m finally able to choke out. “You look beautiful.” The words slip out before I can stop them.


  A small blush creeps up her cheeks as she glances down. “Thank you. You look very nice yourself. It’s weird seeing you in anything but a Lobster Landing shirt and jeans.”


  “Are you saying my clothing choices are predictable?” I laugh.


  She holds up two fingers, pinching them close together. “Just a little.”


  “All right, so when I show up at the shop tomorrow wearing a tux and my family thinks I’ve lost my mind, I’m going to blame you.”


  “If you’re wearing a tux tomorrow to work, expect me to be there to take pictures and spread the news around town.”


  I lift a brow at her. “Becoming a gossip now?”


  “I’m all about fully immersing myself into the culture of the town.” She winks and takes a sip of her wine.


  My pulse picks up, and that wave of butterflies takes flight in my stomach again. Resisting her charm strikes me as wholly impossible.


  “What are you drinking tonight?” I place a hand in my pocket and try to act as casual as possible, even though my heart has been racing ever since she walked over here.


  She holds up her wineglass and looks at it. “I think this is the cabernet. I really have no idea. I said to just give me whatever. I know nothing about wine.” She sniffs the glass. “But I do know you’re supposed to sniff it.”


  “And how does it smell?”


  She takes another sniff and shrugs. “Like booze?”


  I toss my head back and laugh. “Let me guess: you’re not one of those people who take in the herbaceous flavors in wine?”


  “Not even a little.” She steps a little closer and lowers her voice, as if we’re best friends about to share a secret. “To be honest, I consider a box of wine in my fridge fancy, so this little tasting is a whole new ball game for me.”


  “You’re a boxed wine kind of gal?” I nod in appreciation. “I like it.”


  “Do you ever dabble in the box?”


  I bring my beer to my lips and shake my head. “I’m a beer guy. My sister, Jen, could give you a run for your money when it comes to the box, though. She has to have one in her fridge at all times. Reid, the dickhead that he is, once hid her box when she was hosting a barbecue at her house, and she lost it. She was on a rampage until she found it. Just like you don’t touch my dad’s fudge supplies, you don’t touch Jen’s wine.”


  “Did Reid lose an appendage that night?”


  “Pretty damn close.”


  A waiter passing around samples of cheese comes up to us and holds out a silver tray; small triangles pierced with toothpicks decorate the surface. “Care for some cranberry-nut brie?”


  Ren and I each take a toothpick and thank the man. She takes her brie and clinks it with mine before putting it in her mouth and smiling at me. “Cheers,” she says through a mouthful of cheese.


  Fucking enchanted by this woman, I take the cheese down in one smooth bite, the flavors mixing terribly with my beer. I pucker my lips and try to chew and swallow as quickly as possible.


  “Didn’t like that?” She laughs.


  I tilt my beer back and take a few swigs, trying to wash down the taste. “Jesus, that was terrible. Didn’t really compliment the beer.”


  “That’s why you should be drinking wine.” She takes another sip from her glass before smacking her lips together. “Delightful.”


  “Are you mocking my alcohol choice?”


  “Not mocking, just showing you there were better choices out there.” She sways cutely back and forth in an “I told you so” kind of way.


  “You’re getting a little cocky there, Ren.”


  She presses her hand against her chest. “Am I? Or am I just comfortable with you now?”


  Hell.


  “A few meals together, and you think you can tease me?”


  She pokes my arm, her eyes lighting up from the touch. “I know I can tease you.” And hell if I don’t like that. She nods toward the Mustang. “Do you know anything about this car?”


  I study her for a few beats before I turn toward the car and down the rest of my beer, needing a little more liquid encouragement to be around this addictive woman.


  “This is a 1965 Ford Mustang convertible. It’s one of Brig’s favorites. He always puts it on display. It was the first one he ever refurbished. It has six cylinders and is a hell of a time to drive.”


  “He lets you drive it? I’d think it was his baby.”


  “You would think, but not Brig. He sees cars a little differently than the normal collector. He believes cars, old and new, have a purpose in life, and that’s to be driven. He never lets them just sit in the garage. He’s always using them or renting them out. He says if something happens to them, he can fix them.”


  “Wow, really? So I could rent one of his cars if I wanted to?”


  I nod and stuff a hand in one of my pockets. “For a pretty penny, but yeah, you can rent one. It’s one of the reasons he holds this cheese-and-wine event; he usually has a few bookings after.”


  She stares at the car, a smile playing at her lips. Lightly she shakes her head and takes a sip of her wine. “You know, you Knightlys really impress me. You have your hands in every part of this town, always thinking of ways to enhance the Port Snow experience. It’s really cool.”


  “You think so?”


  “Yeah. I do.”
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  “You have got to be kidding me!” Ren turns toward me on the bench we’re sharing, absolute disgust on her face. “There is no way you can say Coke is better than Pepsi.”


  “Oh, it is, by far. Just look at the sales. Coke outsells Pepsi every day. Sales speak for themselves.”


  “You don’t know that. You don’t know the numbers.”


  “Oh, I know them.” I playfully nod.


  She pokes me in the side. “No you don’t!”


  “I know we sell Coke at the Landing for a reason.”


  She’s sitting cross-legged next to me, her toned legs illuminated by the fire in front of us, the feistiness in her eyes highlighted under the moonlit sky. There are still plenty of people milling about on the lawn, but I have yet to say hi to any of them. Ren has stolen all of my attention for the past few hours, and I’m not even the slightest bit mad or sorry about it.


  “You know, Griffin.” I like the way my name sounds coming off her tongue. “I think this could be the end of our friendship. I think we should cut our losses now and move on.”


  “Over soda?”


  She nods. “How can you even justify Coke over Pepsi? Hello, Pepsi has Mountain Dew.”


  And there it is, the one flaw with Coke. There is no Mountain Dew.


  I don’t even try to fight her. “I’ll give you that.”


  She pauses, her wineglass halfway up to her mouth as she blinks a few times, as if she’s trying to comprehend what I just said. “Did you just . . . concede?”


  “No.” I lean back on one of my hands casually. “I said I’ll give you the fact that Pepsi has Mountain Dew, but that’s all they have. Coke is still by far superior.”


  “I don’t think that’s what I heard. I think I heard you say Coke sucks.”


  Christ, this woman. Stubborn.


  “You know, when I brought this up, I was talking about Coke and Pepsi, not Pepsi’s portfolio, if we’re really going to get technical here.”


  “You’re grasping.” She grips her wineglass tightly. “Holding on to anything to give you the upper hand. I suggest you just hang up your debating pants now. I can do this all night.”


  “Threatening me with a marathon argument. Is that your scare tactic? I expected better from you, Ren.”


  She shakes her head, not even denying it. “Nope, I’m not.”


  That makes me laugh from the pit of my stomach. “Maybe we should change the subject. Might be best if we want to savor this night at all, or this friendship, for that matter.”


  Her eyelashes flutter at me as the corners of her lips curve upward. “You know, you might be right. We can change the subject, but only to salvage the only true friendship I have in this town.”


  “The only one? Nah, you’re friends with my brothers too.”


  “I know them well enough.” She gives me an evil grin and turns her entire body toward me. “All right, you want to change the subject?”


  “Uh-oh . . . why do I feel like I’m not going to like what you say next?”


  “Because I’m evil.” She rests her wineglass on her knee and spins the stem with her fingers, staring down at the red liquid swishing around. “Are you ready for this?”


  I move my jaw back and forth, studying her, taking in the way her lips are perfectly pursed, challenging me, how her expression is lit up like a megawatt light bulb, and her body language doesn’t escape me, eitherthe way she’s leaning in toward me, the way her gaze lingers every once in a while, focusing on my forearms or the open V of my shirt.


  She may think she’s subtle, but she isn’t, and hell if I’ve been able to be subtle either. Surely she’s caught me staring at the high hem of her dress, at the bright-red gloss on her lips, at the quick glimpse of her cleavage I catch when she laughs and leans forward.


  The entire night has been electric between us, and it terrifies me; it’s becoming abundantly clear that I want her, and I want her bad.


  She isn’t just a friend, not when I have these animalistic feelings toward her. I want to mark her as mine, take her back to my house, and make sure she knows she belongs to me.


  But though my heart beats harder every time she closes the space between us, something stops me from making a move.


  Fear.


  An overwhelming sense of dread bites into my very soul, warning me to stay as far away as possible.


  Claire was young, healthy; she was supposed to live a long life. And yet after that trip to New Orleans, she passed from a massive heart attack.


  At twenty-five, I lost her so young, and even though doctors and my family tried to reassure me it was something I couldn’t have stopped, I can’t possibly believe that. After all, there was one thing I could have done . . .


  I was never one to believe in curses or hexes. I’ve always believed magic was bullshit, a hoax. But fuck, it’s almost impossible not to believe when you’re in my position. I lost the love of my life a few short days after the palm reader sentenced my brothers and me to broken love.


  It can’t be a coincidence.


  And I don’t think I can take the chance of letting that happen again.


  Not with Ren.


  But fuck, her smile, her laugh, the way she looks at me as if I’m the only man on earth, the only man she’s ever truly cared about. She’s making it difficult to stay away, to keep my distance, especially tonight.


  Usually at these events I make the rounds, catching up with everyone I know, but this time, I’ve been blissfully captured by Ren and have no intentions of talking to anyone else.


  One night won’t hurt me.


  One night spent soaking her in will be just what I need. Just a small taste, and I should be satisfied.


  “You’re taking way too long to think about it.” Ren interrupts my thoughts. “You’re either ready for my inquisition or you’re not.”


  “Hit me with the questions,” I respond, savoring the humor in her voice.


  She allows herself a soft, adorable fist pump and then sits up straight. “Okay, who’s your favorite brother?”


  “What?” I laugh, a little shocked at the balls it takes to ask that question. “Did you just ask me who my favorite brother is?”


  “I did. Are you scared to answer?”


  “No, just a little shocked, that’s all. You’re getting in deep, aren’t you?”


  She cutely shrugs. “At least we’re not fighting about soda anymore.”


  “That’s true.” I let out a long breath and grip the back of my neck. “My favorite brother? That’s tough because they are all special in their own right.”


  “Cut the crap, Knightly, and answer the question.” She can’t even hold the stern voice before the words fall out of her mouth, a laugh following closely behind.


  “Frankly, I’m nervous for your students in the fall.”


  “You should be. I’m a devil in the classroom. Now stop avoiding the question and give me an answer. If you had to choose, gun to your head, who would it be? Don’t think; just answer.”


  “Reid.”


  “Reid?” She scrunches her nose. “Really? I’m surprised. I thought you would have said Rogan.”


  “I’m closest with Rogan, but Reid has always made me laugh and knows how to make things interesting. He’s a big dreamer with an even bigger heart. I love Rogan, of course. He’s the guy I talk to the most, but he’s an asshole most of the time too. Carries a chip on his shoulder and refuses to brush it off. And Brig, well, whenever he gets a chance to annoy me, he does.”


  “The youngest-child syndrome, right? My friend out in California was the youngest of three, and she made it her mission to always annoy her two older sisters. The fights they would get into scared me sometimes. I was afraid there was going to be some serious hair pulling, and I wasn’t going to be able to break them up.”


  “There’s definitely something to that. It’s like they’re predisposed to be irritants and instigators.”


  “Very true. So Reid, huh? Does he know?”


  I shake my head. “Hell no. That would be like seriously telling your children who your favorite is. If I ever let out that information, I would never hear the end of it, especially from Rogan.”


  “Understandable. So if I were to accidentally say something, what would you do?” She slyly grins at me.


  My brow lifts. “Playing with fire, are we? If you were to tell them our little secretyes, it’s our little secret nowI would march my ass over to your house and take a sledgehammer to your Adirondack chairs.”


  She gasps and clutches her chest dramatically. “You wouldn’t.”


  I slowly nod, a smirk playing at my lips. “I so would.”


  “Oh, Griffin Knightly, you don’t play fair.”


  I tip my drink toward her. “Never said I did.”
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  The crowd has died down, and the few people left are all sitting around the dimming fire.


  Not Ren and me.


  Instead, we’re sitting in the bucket seats of Brig’s 1965 Mustang convertible, our heads tilted back, the dull hum of people talking mixing with a light instrumental beat that plays in the background.


  The stars above us shine brightly against the midnight sky while crickets chirp around us, lightning bugs blinking in the far-off distance. It’s a typical summer night in Maine, but because I’m spending it beside Ren, it seems more magical than normal.


  “What’s one thing you wish you already checked off your bucket list?” I ask, hands in my lap.


  She turns toward me, curling her legs up, her cheek resting on the back of the chair. She’s so petite that she snuggles in perfectly to the leather of the chair.


  “Hmm, that’s a tough oneit’s a long list.”


  “True, but if you had to choose one.”


  She doesn’t answer right away, taking her time instead. I like that she puts thought into my questions, like she truly wants to give me a good answer. It’s like she’s giving me her true self, and I really like that. I’m learning all about the real Ren, digging in deep, not just hitting the surface.


  “This is going to sound so lame, I’m sure, and superficial.”


  “I won’t judge you.” I speak sincerely, turning my head to look her in the eyes. “If it’s on your bucket list, then it means something to you. Who am I to judge what you want to accomplish in your life?”


  Her eyes meet mine, her lashes fluttering a few times. “You’re a special kind of man, Griffin, do you know that?” Unsure of what to say, I swallow hard, her words hitting me right in the chest. “As you know, I grew up in Los Angeles. Movies have always been a huge part of my life, not just because basically all of my friends wanted to be actors, but because the city lives and breathes entertainment. The Oscars were a huge deal growing up. We were invited to at least five viewing parties every year, and when it wasn’t award season, we were always running into some kind of film production.”


  “Sounds exciting.”


  “It was. Still is. Even at twenty-eight, I get excited about the possibility of running into a film set.”


  “We’ve never had that kind of excitement around here.”


  “Which is surprising. This town was made for movies.” She leans farther into the chair. “It’s silly, but I’ve always wanted to be an extra in a movie, to make it to the big screen in a small way. I put it on my bucket list, thinking I’d get the chance in California, but it never happened. Now that goal seems almost impossible.”


  “Hey, you never know. There have been film scouts here before.”


  “Really?” She perks up. “That’s really exciting. Why wasn’t Port Snow ever picked?”


  “Not sure.” I shrug. “But they do come in and out. Maybe one day a production company will be smart enough to film here. It’s also one of the reasons why we keep everything so impeccable; landing a movie set for the town would be huge.”


  “Wow, I didn’t know that’s something you guys even thought about.”


  “Trust me, we’ve thought of everything when it comes to revenue.” I curl my finger around the steering wheel and lightly move it back and forth. “What held you back from becoming an extra in LA? There must have been a lot of opportunities.”


  “School and work. I was dead set on making sure I aced every single test and got a good student-teacher job.”


  “Book nerd?”


  “Yeah, big time. I’ve been to the library in town at least three times already. It’s the most perfect building, like a little castle smack in the center of town. And it smells like heaven, like old books and knowledge. I love everything about it.”


  I can’t even remember the last time I stepped foot in the library, but seeing it through Ren’s eyes is giving me a new appreciation for the place, making me wish I hadn’t overlooked it so often.


  “Do you have any other happy places?”


  “My house,” she answers without even thinking about it. “Honestly, it’s so perfect. I love it so much. It’s quaint and quiet, not to mention it’s right by this guy I keep running into.”


  “Oh yeah?” I smirk at her. “Hopefully he’s not annoying you.”


  “No, he’s been pretty good to me. I just hope I’m not annoying him.”


  I turn my head completely toward her, a sense of seriousness lacing my answer. “You’re not.”


  Her smile sends electricity up my spine, lifting the hairs on the back of my neck. Unforgettable, that smile, that look on her faceit immediately imprints in my mind, along with this night. The smells, the sounds, the light breeze that keeps blowing her subtle perfume over me, lighting me up inside: all of it makes for one of the most memorable nights I’ve had in a very long time.
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  “I’ve never been out in Port Snow this late before. It almost seems magical to see the empty streets, the closed-down shops, just the streetlights lighting our way. Makes me want to dance out in the middle of the street,” Ren says, holding her heels in her hand, her bare feet padding across the concrete of the sidewalk.


  “So why don’t you? No one’s watching.”


  “You’re watching.”


  “So?”


  She walks backward. “No way am I about to start dancing in front of you, especially without any music.”


  Is she really going to hold out on me now? After the night we had? Everything we talked about? No way in hell.


  I pull my phone from my pocket, open up my music app, and play the first thing that comes up on my playlist. Louis Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World” fills the quiet night air, a lonesome trumpet perfectly underscoring the grainy, beautiful voice.


  I step down off the sidewalk and hold the phone out, turning the volume up as far as it will go. “Here’s your chance, Ren.” I start to sidestep, showing her there is nothing to be self-conscious about.


  “Are you really dancing in the street right now?”


  I look down at my feet and then up and down the deserted road. “I am. Why don’t you join me?” I hold out my hand for her. She eyes it for a few moments before she sets her shoes down on the sidewalk and closes the distance between us.


  She’s hesitant at first, but the minute her hand slips into mine, the feel of her soft palm ignites a fire deep in my stomach, awakening every bone and nerve ending in my body.


  With bated breath I wait as she slowly moves her hand up my arm to my shoulder, where she rests it. Her eyes are cast down for a few moments before she tilts her head back and blinks up at me, disbelief in her gaze. Hell, I’m feeling the same way right about now.


  Phone in my pocket setting the mood of this serene night, I place my hand at her lower back and start to guide us back and forth.


  We don’t speak; instead we let Louis Armstrong speak the truth.


  The sweet melody is like a paintbrush stroking the canvas we’re dancing on, igniting the colors around us into vivid hues I forgot existed.


  The sky is washed in purple, dotted with electric-white stars.


  The pastel-colored shops glow in the golden light from the streetlights, more animated than I’ve ever seen them.


  And the potted flowers hanging above us move in the light breeze, illuminated, beacons of color along the dark, calm street.


  Everything seems more real, more alive, just like the feeling in my heart, pounding, reminding me that no matter how often I deny it, the woman in my arms has a profound effect on me.


  Like I’ve come back to life after a long stint in purgatory.


  For the entire song, we stay silent, just enjoying the gentle sway of our dancing, and with each shift of her feet, she draws closer and closer until she’s only a few inches away, her feminine scent eating a hole in my already weakening facade.


  What would happen if I tilted her chin up? If I pulled her in one inch closer?


  Would she rest her head on my shoulder? Would she hold on to my body tighter? Would she sigh up against me, content with the way I keep her close?


  The song comes to an end, and so does our shuffling. Once again, she looks up to me, silently seeking out my next move. Even though staying out here, dancing to a few more songs with no one else to bother us, sounds like something I really want to fucking do, I know we need to walk the rest of the way home. It’s late, and I have an early day tomorrow.


  Reluctantly, I release my hand from her back and turn off the music. But instead of releasing my hand from hers, I link our fingers together and firmly hold her palm against mine as I nod toward our street. “I better get you home.”


  “Yeah.” She takes a short breath and nods. “Probably should.”


  She moves to release my hand, but I stop her. I should let her go, I really should, but I can’t seem to drop her hand. Instead, I cautiously pull her in even closer.


  She glances up at me, a little shocked, searching for answers I don’t have. I wish I could tell her what this means, why I won’t let go, but for the life of me, I can’t formulate any sort of reasoning.


  So instead, I lead her to the sidewalk and pick up her shoes, and together we walk across our neighbors’ yards, the grass a nice cushion for her bare, sore feet.


  Up ahead, the mighty roar of the waves as they crash into the rocky shoreline vibrates in my chest, the sound comforting, addictive.


  We make our way to Ren’s house, where I stop at the beginning of the walkway leading to the front door. Her hand still clasped in mine, I turn toward her, handing over her heels. She takes them, a soft thank-you falling from her lips as she holds them to her side.


  “I had a lot of fun tonight. Thank you for hanging out with me.”


  “No need to thank me, Ren. I had a great time too.”


  “You did? You weren’t annoyed that I bogarted you for the entire night?”


  I shake my head as our bodies move in closer. “No, I was happy you did.”


  “Yeah?”


  I nod, my hand itching to brush her cheek, to feel her soft skin against my palm. “Yeah.” I watch in fascination as she leans forward some more, her tongue peeking out, licking her lips.


  The night air stills around us as my hand finds its way up her arm. She shivers under my touch, from the graze of my finger up past her bicep to her shoulder, past her neck, where I halt at her jawline. Her lips part, and her eyes flutter shut for a second before they open, her pupils wide, waiting.


  Needing more, wanting more, I move my hand up a few more inches and cup her cheek as I take another step forward. The hand holding her high heels inches around my waist as my breath catches in my throat from the intimate position.


  I stare down at her lips. Plump and ready, enticing me, begging me. Just one taste.


  That’s all I’ll take.


  One.


  Single.


  Taste.


  My thumb runs across her jaw to her chin, slowly pulling it down, encouraging her mouth to part even farther. From where my elbow rests closely against her heart, I can feel the rapid rise and fall of her chest, her breath just as charged as mine.


  She swallows.


  So do I.


  Her hand slides up my back.


  My hand cups her cheek.


  Her chest presses against mine.


  My heart hammers so goddamn rapidly that it almost feels like I’m about to have a heart attack as I close the last few inches.


  All I want is to treat myself this one time, to see what it’s like to indulge in the woman who captured me the moment she appeared in my life.


  All I’m asking for is this one moment, this one instance, when I can forget about the past, forget about the curse, and live the life I wish I could have.


  On a deep intake of breath, I go to close the last few inches, bringing my lips so damn close to hersjust as a boom of thunder sounds off in the distance, startling us away from each other.


  “Oh my God, that was loud.” She presses her hand to her chest, looking over my shoulder. “I didn’t even realize there were clouds.”


  I grip the back of my neck, peeling myself away. No, there’s no way that could have been a sign. It was just an odd coincidence that a random boom of thunder sounded the very moment I was about to kiss Ren. Wasn’t it?


  All coincidence.


  Even so, it’s an inconvenient reminder of why I should keep my distance.


  I take another step back and give her a quick wave. “Uh, I should go. You’re okay getting into your house?”


  The happiness on her face falls as I take another step backward. I can see the question on the tip of her tongue, the question of where the hell I’m going, but before she can ask me, I take a few more steps backward. “Okay, I’ll, uh . . . I’ll see you around, Ren. Have a good night.”


  Confusion and disappointment in her eyes, she resigns herself to my quick departure. “You too, Griffin,” she says, her voice heavy.


  Hating every bone in my body, I turn away from her and make the short walk back to my house, which feels like miles as I put more and more distance between me and the good-night kiss my body is still humming for.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  REN


  “Wow, you’re doing such a good job in here,” a voice says. I turn to find Kim Wells, the social studies teacher, standing in my classroom’s doorway. “I love all the colors.”


  I glance around, pride filling my chest. “Thank you. I had my mom mail out some of my decorations from my old classroom, and they look great in here. I hope it’s not too much.”


  “No, it’s perfect.”


  I have formulas written on construction paper in thick, black ink hung up all over the room, along with some algebra puns I’m sure no one else will appreciate, just to add some whimsy to the space.


  It’s not the most amazing setup for a classroom, but it’s better than plain walls.


  “I’m worn out, and it’s only noon.”


  “Did you bring lunch?”


  I open up my desk drawer and pull out my lunch bag. “I did.”


  Kim nods toward her room, which is just across the hall from mine. “Come on over; Hailey is on her way. We always have lunch together during the school year. You should join us.”


  “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”


  I follow Kim to her classroom, which is full of glossy postersmaps, presidents, and events in history set against colorful backgrounds. Her room is a dream, and I’m kind of jealous.


  “Wow, it’s amazing in here.”


  “Don’t let it fool you,” Kim says, taking a seat and offering me a desk right in front of hers, where I start unpacking my lunch. “I’ve been working on this for a few years now. Once you’re here for a bit, everything will start accumulating. You should see Mrs. Martin’s room down the hall. She’s been here for fifteen years, and it shows. Her room is gorgeous. Something to strive for, right?”


  “Hey, you guys.” Hailey, one of the English teachers, walks in, holding a Tupperware full of salad and a fork. We make some quick introductions; I find out she’s actually married to one of the PE teachers, and they’re expecting their second child in January.


  “Have you been able to settle down yet and make your way around town?” Hailey asks, breaking into the salad after shaking it up and spreading the dressing around.


  I swallow a spoonful of yogurt and nod. “Yes, I’ve had so much fun exploring the town the last few weeks. I’m still in awe that I get to live here.”


  “I moved here about ten years ago from Missouri,” Kim says. “And I’m never moving back. Once you live so close to the coast, it’s hard to go back to a landlocked state.”


  “Oh yeah, I can’t imagine living anywhere without a coast at this point,” I say. “Plus, everyone is so nice here.”


  “And all the men around here are easy on the eyes too,” Kim says with a raised eyebrow.


  Smirking, Hailey says, “Are you single, Ren?”


  Why is it the married women who always ask that question? I swear it’s their mission in life to get everyone married.


  “I’m single.”


  “Oooh,” Hailey answers a little too gleefully. “There are so many eligible bachelors in this town, and they’re all so fine. You have some great ones to choose from.”


  “Except for you-know-who,” Kim reminds Hailey.


  “Oh yeah, besides those four.”


  Intriguing. It looks like I’m on the cusp of some good old-fashioned Port Snow gossip. “What four?”


  Hailey twirls her fork in her salad and nonchalantly says, “The Knightly brothers.”


  The who?


  I wasn’t expecting that, though there is something going on with that family.


  “What’s wrong with the Knightly brothers?” I ask, holding my breath, a little nervous about what they’re going to say.


  “You haven’t heard?” Kim asks, shocked.


  “Haven’t heard what?” I look back and forth between the two of them, searching out an answer. What am I missing here? My mind flashes back to the weird comments I’ve heard over the last few weeks, the ones I’ve been trying to ignore. Could this be what they’re talking about?


  “I think I’ve seen you and Griffin hanging out around town, right?” Hailey asks.


  “That’s rightMrs. Davenport was telling me he rescued you from your car, and ever since, you two have been joined at the hip,” Kim adds. “You need to know.”


  “Know what?” I feel almost sick to my stomach.


  The other night, with Griffin . . . God, I felt so much. From our joking conversations at the party, to the serious ones, to the walk home . . .


  And then dancing in the street, his large hand spanned across my back, holding me close to his body, his masculine scent flooding me with yearning. I’ve never experienced anything so romantic, anything so spur of the moment in my entire life.


  But when he held my hand, easily entwining our fingers as if we’d been doing it for years, it melted my heart on the spot. I could hardly breathe the rest of the walk home, so nervous that if I made the wrong move, he would pull away.


  And when we got to my house, his hand still in mine, his gaze fixated on my lips, his palm pressed against my cheek. In that moment, the world stopped spinning, pausing midmotion as he slowly moved his mouth down to mine, a breath away, only to bolt out of reach when thunder struck.


  I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I wanted to beg him to come back, to please just press his lips against mine.


  I so desperately wanted him. It was the first time he’d ever let down his guard, seemed vulnerable. I saw that he wanted me, and in the blink of an eye, the moment was taken away.


  I want a redo, one more chance to show him that the kiss we were about to share would have lasted him an entire night.


  Kim and Hailey exchange one more look, Kim nodding at Hailey. They both lean forward, as if they’re about to reveal the secret of a lifetime.


  Hailey presses her hand to the table, growing serious. “A few years back, the Knightly boys were down in New Orleans, celebrating Brig’s twenty-first birthday. They were drunk and having too much of a good time. Somehow they stumbled into a palm reader’s table and broke it.”


  “Okay,” I say, drawing it out, wary. After all, this is Port Snow gossip, and it can’t really be trusted.


  “Apparently she read Brig’s palm and was terrible at it, didn’t say anything they didn’t already know. So of course, being drunk idiots, they ended up calling the whole thing a hoax and a waste of money.”


  “To her face?” I ask, propping my hand on my chin.


  “Yeah. According to Brig, she didn’t take kindly to that, so she ended up casting a curse on them, dooming them to broken love and ruined relationships.”


  I let out the most unladylike snort ever.


  A curse.


  Okay. Good job, Port Snow gossip. You’ve taken the cake with this one.


  “A curse? Really?”


  “Yes.” Hailey grows even more serious. “They didn’t think it was legit at first, but once they got back, it became incredibly real.”


  I take the bait. “What happened?”


  Hailey looks over to Kim, who continues the story for her. “Did you know Griffin was married?”


  Errrr.


  Griffin was married? The revelation shocks me more than I’d like to admit.


  “From the look on your face, I’m going to guess you didn’t,” Kim says. I shake my head.


  Hailey steps in. “He married Claire Stewart, his high school sweetheart. They were the couple in town. So sweet and fun to be around. It was almost sickening to be around them, because their love was so real, so true, that it would make any single person jealous.”


  I feel guilty talking about Griffin like this, behind his back, like I’m breaking his trust, but for the life of me, I can’t tell them to stop. I swallow hard. “What happened?” Did she leave him? Was she having an affair? Possibilities are floating through my head.


  “She had a massive heart attack and died. She was only twenty-five.”


  My mouth drops open, my heart breaking in half for the loss Griffin had to suffer through.


  A massive heart attack at twenty-five? I can’t even imagine the kind of toll that would have taken on Griffin, the heartache he must have experienced. No wonder he’s so hesitant around me. He suffered the greatest loss of all, and so young.


  Is he still hurting?


  “Oh my God,” I whisper. “I can’t even imagine what that must have done to him.” Then it hits me. “Wait, does he think the curse is what killed her?”


  Both Hailey and Kim nod at the same time.


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  They shrug and go back to their lunches as if they didn’t just drop a huge bomb in front of meand I’m not talking about the “curse.” Griffin lost his wife; that just about kills me.


  Everything makes sense now.


  His sweet but tentative heart. His lingering gazes but refusal to take action.


  And the other night, when he was about to kiss me but quickly backed away once thunder struck.


  He’s scared, and that hurts my heart more than anything.


  Kim takes a drink of her water. “It’s not ridiculous to the Knightly boys. They believe it wholeheartedly; why else wouldn’t they have significant others by now? And the town believes it, too, especially after seeing every relationship they’ve been in fail miserably. They’re the most attractive men in town, not to mention the hearts they carry in their chests. They are all-around good men, and yet they’re still single. No one will go near them.”


  I shake my head. “Well, that’s stupid. Curses don’t exist. I don’t believe it for a second.”


  Kim shrugs. “Okay, believe what you want, but I’m telling you right now, I would stay away. They’re bad news.”


  And I’m pretty sure my new work friends are bad news too.
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  I spot him from across the street, sitting at a picnic table with his brothers, laughing and joking around, a big bowl of chips and dip between them. They’re outside the Lobster Landing, most likely taking a break from the rush hour crowds.


  After I got out of school, where a meeting with the math department took up most of my afternoon, I knew I needed to find Griffin. Besides a few glimpses around town, I haven’t seen him in days, and after the conversation I had with Kim and Hailey, I need to come out and tell him I heard about this deeply personal burden he’s been carrying. I owe it to him.


  With a deep breath, knowing this will not be a comfortable conversation, I resolutely secure my purse strap to my shoulder and make my way over to their table.


  Reid is the first to spot me; a slow smile spreads across his face as he nods in my direction. The other three turn their heads, their blue eyes piercing me all at once, but Griffin’s are the ones I focus on, older, wiser, with a hint of surprise passing through them.


  “Miss Winters, how was school today?” Reid asks when I finally reach their table.


  “Hi.” I shyly wave. “Just had a few meetings and set up my classroom some more. It was productive.”


  “Are the teachers being nice to you?” Brig asks. “Because we know people and can kick some ass if anyone is giving you a hard time.”


  “Umm, I think I’m good. No need to kick ass just yet.”


  “Your answer was hesitant,” Griffin says, studying me from his seated position. “Did something happen today?”


  It’s the first time he’s said anything to me since our almost kiss; the concern and protectiveness in his voice send my stomach into a tailspin, and a wave of emotion hits me all at once.


  I meet his eyes. “Can I actually speak with you for a second?”


  All the boys whip their heads toward Griffin; he stands immediately and steps out from the bench, his gaze trained on me. “If Jen asks, I’ll be back in a few.”


  With a hand to my back, Griffin leads me toward the stone harbor wall that connects with the back of the Lobster Landing. The space gives us a little privacy, but the other three Knightly boys can still see us, and when I look up, they’re all staring straight at us.


  Great.


  “Is everything okay?” Griffin takes a seat on the wall, and I do as well.


  I set my purse down and twist my hands in my lap. It dawns on me that I’m probably way too emotional to have this conversation.


  I feel guilty, sad, broken for the man in front of me, all kinds of things that I’m sure are showing up on my face.


  “Hey,” Griffin says, tilting my chin up just as a lone tear runs down my cheek. He wipes it away, his thumb grazing my skina much-needed connection with the man who’s slowly been capturing every inch of me since I moved here. “Did someone upset you? Seriously, just tell us who, and we’ll take care of it, Ren.”


  I shake my head. “No one did anything to me.” I wipe my eye. “I’m sorry; I don’t know why I’m crying, and I don’t mean to cry in front of you.” I take a deep breath and look up at him. His brow is furrowed with concern as his hand inches toward mine. He grips my fingers, fusing us together.


  Another wave of tears.


  Jesus. Why can’t I keep it together?


  I quickly wipe away the tears and try to calm my rapidly beating heart.


  “Ren, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”


  “I’m sorry.” I wave my hand. “This was not how this conversation was supposed to go. Give me a second.” I take a few deep breaths as he squeezes my hand for reassurance. When I feel like I’ve finally calmed down, I look him in the eyes again. “I had lunch with two teachers today, and they told me something personal about you, something that wasn’t fair for them to say or for me to listen to.”


  He sits up straight, his grip on my hand loosening. “What did they say?”


  Nerves bubble up in my stomach again, and from the way he’s immediately put distance between us, I can tell this might have been a mistake. But there’s no turning back now.


  I nibble on my inner cheek, contemplating how I want to say this. I think touching upon the curse is ridiculous. After all, I don’t believe it. But the information about his wife? He should know I know.


  “They, um . . . they told me that you were married.”


  At that, his hand leaves mine completely, and his body goes stiff. He turns away from me, and I quickly continue before he can drum up any ideas in his head.


  “They told me you tragically lost her a few years ago.” I press my hand to his thigh to comfort him, but he shudders beneath my touch, standing abruptly. I do the same and stand in front of him, not giving him a chance to flee. “I’m so sorry, Griffin. I can’t”


  “I have to get back to work.” He starts to move past me, but I press my hand against his chest.


  “Please.” I choke on my words, tears ready to fall from my eyes. “Please don’t be mad. I’m sorry. I had no idea they were going to tell me that. It’s something I should have heard from you.”


  Body still stiff, he shoves his hands in his pockets and looks down. “Well, that’s Port Snow for ya. You get the good and the bad. But now you know . . . so no need for me to say anything.”


  I want to hold him, to cry with him, to tell him how sorry I am that he had to go through something like that, but I don’t get a chance, as he pushes past me.


  “Griffin . . .”


  “Don’t worry about it, Ren.” He pauses but refuses to meet my gaze. “It’s not a big deal, but thanks for telling me you know. I’ll, uh . . . I’ll see you around.”


  And with that, he walks past his brothers and back into the shop. I feel even worse than before. With a sigh, I sit back down on the rock wall and cradle my head in my hands. What a mess. Here I thought I was doing a good thing by talking to him, and instead, I drove a wedge between us.


  “You okay?” I look up to find all three brothers standing over me, a concerned look on each of their faces.


  I nod and wipe away my tears. “Yup. Fine.”


  Not wanting to stay here and hash everything out, I grab my purse and go to stand, but Brig gently pushes down on my shoulder, making it almost impossible to go anywhere. “You’re not fine. Nice try, though. What happened?”


  “Do we need to knock some sense into our brother?” Reid asks, stepping in.


  “We’re not opposed to it,” Rogan adds, surprising me with the sincerity in his voice.


  I shake my head. “He didn’t do anything wrong. He’s just upset, I think.”


  “Why?” Brig asks.


  I take a deep breath, trying to steady the quiver in my voice. “Some girls at work told me about his wife and how he lost her. It was personal information, so I wanted to let Griffin know I knew. I thought it was important.”


  “And what did he say?” Rogan asks.


  “Just that it’s what to expect when living here, and thanks for letting him know. He wasn’t happy. I feel . . . stupid for saying anything.”


  Reid and Rogan exchange a meaningful glance while Brig pats my shoulder. “Don’t feel stupid, Ren. You did the right thing.”


  Rogan continues, “He doesn’t talk about it much, so it probably took him by surprise. I’m sure he wanted to be the one who told you. Let him cool off a bit; he’ll be fine.”


  “I don’t know . . .”


  “Trust us.” Reid steps in. “He’ll be fine. In the meantime, why don’t you join us this weekend? The camping club is having their final summer campout, and it’s going to be a lot of funhot dogs, fishing, two days of wilderness. Plus, there are campground bathrooms with running water. We’ll be talking about the Lobster Fest, tossing some final ideas around before securing our booths. You could help us brainstorm.”


  “Great idea,” Brig says, a sly look in his eyes. “Beck and Rylee will be there. It’ll be a lot of fun.”


  “I don’t know.” I wipe a tear, feeling weird about the sudden change in conversation. “I don’t have any camping gear.”


  “Don’t need itwe’ll have everything. You can catch a ride with Rylee and Beck. Just bring clothes and tons of marshmallows.”


  “Clothes and marshmallows? That’s it?”


  “That’s it.”


  Brig joins his other two brothers, all three of them with their hands in their pockets; they look so much like Griffin that I can’t help but smile.


  “As for Griffin, just give him a little time; he’ll come around,” Reid says.


  I glance over at Rogan, who nods in agreement, and it’s his confirmation that finally comforts me. Give him some time, go campingI think I can do that.


  Maybe some time away is exactly what I need.


  “Okay. I’ll go camping. I’ll text Rylee to find out when they’re leaving.”


  Identical smiles spread across Reid’s and Brig’s faces. “Perfect. We’ll see you Saturday, then.”


  And with that, they all walk away, the same breadth in their shoulders and gait in their walks. It’s such a shame that the town believes in this ridiculous cursethe Knightly brothers really are quite a catch.
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  I sit cross-legged on my couch after a nice, long shower and a good exfoliation. I scrubbed every inch of my body, letting the heat of the water soak into my pores. I felt refreshed and much better afterward, like I washed the day off me.


  I picked up some of Oliver’s ice cream on the way home, and now that I’m clean, lotioned, and dressed in my heart pajama pants and pink tank top, I cue up The Wedding Singer. I need a good laugh.


  The movie starts, and I scoop up a big spoonful of my strawberry-cheesecake ice cream. I’m about to shove it in my mouth when there’s a knock at the door. I glance toward the front window, trying to catch who it is through the glass, but I can’t get the right angle to see.


  With a sigh, I pause the movie, set down my ice cream, and walk over to the entryway, where I open the door to find Griffin standing on my porch, head hanging low, hands in his pockets.


  He glances up, his eyes going straight to mine, sending a flash of heat through me. Even when he seems upset, he’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.


  He grips the back of his neck and clears his throat. “Uh, hey. I have to head out to my shift at the fire department, but I wanted to stop by really quickly and tell you sorry about earlier. You just caught me off guard.”


  “No need to apologize, Griffin, it’s my fault”


  He shakes his head. “It’s not your fault. Gossip comes with the territory of living here; I should have seen it coming. I just wish I’d told you myself, that’s all. But there’s no point dwelling on it. What’s done is done.”


  Why does it feel like when he says done, he means something elselike our friendship or whatever has been brewing between the two of usis done?


  I shift on my feet and grip the doorknob, nervous to hear his answer to my next question. “Are we okay? I don’t want things to be weird between us.”


  “They won’t be.”


  “Promise?”


  He nods and takes a step back. “Promise.” He lifts his hand and waves. “I’ll see you around, Ren. Have a good night.”


  My heart plummets as he turns to walk away. For some reason, I thought that maybe he would at least give me a hug, but as I watch his retreating back, I realize that his promise holds no weight.


  I’m pretty sure everything has changed between us . . . with one simple whisper of gossip.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  GRIFFIN


  “When did Rylee and Beck say they were going to get here?” I ask Reid and Brig just as they finish setting up their tent. Mine was done ten minutes ago, no thanks to my brothers. Reid and Brig should never be left alone to do anything.


  “Beck texted about half an hour ago saying they left.”


  “Okay, so they should be here soon.” I scan the campground, making sure everything is set up.


  Camping chairs around the campfirecheck.


  Firewood stacked and ready to gocheck.


  Cooking utensils set up on the picnic tablecheck.


  Rylee and Beck are bringing the food, so we should be good.


  Normally we have a larger camping group, but this weekend didn’t work out with a lot of people, so it’s a small crew this go-around. Which is fine with methe less I have to make small talk, the better.


  I still feel a little rocked after Ren’s confession. When I saw her upset, on the verge of tears, my initial reaction was to fix it, to take away that sad look on her face, to make everything better, because that expression of utter defeat in her eyeshell, I don’t ever want to see it.


  And the realization that I’d do anything to take away her pain was something I wasn’t ready for. I wanted to scoop her up into my arms and make her smile, hear her laugh, wash away all the sadness from her life. That scared the shit out of me; the last time I felt that was with Claire.


  And then she brought up Claire. Seeing the sadness in her eyes over my lossfuck, it was too much.


  Ever since she’s moved here, Ren has wiggled her way into my life one conversation at a time, to the point that I get so goddamn excited whenever she’s around, my heart taking flight, my hands itching to touch her, to press her body up against mine, to finally find out what it’s like to feel her lips glide across mine.


  It’s why I stopped by her house the other night before my shift at the firehouse. I had to see her, to make sure she was okay. I couldn’t stand the thought of having left her the way I did.


  It took all my willpower to walk away that night, to turn around and make my way to the firehouse, because when she opened her door, all I wanted to do was back her up into the wall of her entryway and bury my head in the crook of her neck, to work out my feelings for her and just . . . fuck, just be with her.


  The urge is strong, the consequences even stronger.


  I’m caught between a rock and a hard place.


  “There they are,” Reid calls out, a huge smile on his face. “It’s about time.”


  Beck pulls up in his black minivan, the triplets luckily with Rylee’s parents this weekendhow they watch that many kids at the same time, I have no ideaand he parks next to my truck.


  “I’ll go help them unload,” Brig offers as Rylee and Beck open their doors. A side door opens as well.


  Confused, I turn toward Reid, who’s still wearing that shit-eating grin. “Did they bring someone with them?”


  “Hey, Ren, glad you could make it,” Brig calls out loudly.


  Ren?


  I make eye contact with Reid. “Surprise,” he says unabashedly.


  My teeth grind together, my hands clenching at my sides. “What the fuck, Reid. Why is she here?”


  “I invited her.”


  Speaking through my teeth, I say, “I only brought three two-person tents. Where the hell is she supposed to sleep?”


  The cocky motherfucker pats me on the back. “Well, she has her choice between three Knightly brothers. May the best man win.” With a wink, he takes off toward the minivan to help unpack the food.


  I turn around, trying to gain my composure. I wasn’t expecting her to be here; I’m not fucking prepared for her to be here. And I’m certainly not going to let either of my brothers sleep with her, that’s for damn sure.


  “Hey, Griffin,” her soft voice says from behind me. I turn around to find her in jean shorts, a tank top with a flannel shirt wrapped around her waist, and hiking boots. She looks all kinds of sexy and tempting.


  Yeah, no one will be sleeping in her tent but me.


  “Hey, Ren,” I say awkwardly with a wave. Be normal, Christ.


  She scans the campground and plays with the sleeves of the flannel shirt tied around her small waist. “Can I be honest? When I said yes to this, I kind of forgot that you headed up the entire club. So I didn’t even think you’d be here. If I’d thought about it, I never would have come and invaded your space.”


  What the hell is she talking about? Invading my space?


  I might be dense, but I thought things were okay between us after I left her house. I thought the tension I was feeling toward her was only one sided and nothing for her to worry about.


  I guess I was wrong.


  “Ren, you’re not invading my space.” Not until we’re going to have to share a tent, but I don’t say that just yet.


  “I wanted to give you some time away from always running into me.” She glances around again. “And it seems like I did a poor job. I can ask Beck to drive me into town, and I can take an Uber back to Port Snow, give you some time with your friends.”


  Does she really think I’m that upset? That I don’t want to see her? Can’t she see it in my eyesthe way I light up whenever she’s around?


  Obviously not, and that pains me.


  Obviously, I’m a shit communicator.


  Unable to stop myself, I reach out and take her hand in mine, rubbing my thumb over the backs of her knuckles. She takes in a sharp breath of air, her eyes fixed on our connection, before she looks up at me, searching for answers.


  “I’m glad you’re here, Ren.”


  Her expression softens, her fingers linking with mine. “You are?”


  I nod. “I am.” I glance over her shoulder to find my brothers, Rylee, and Beck all staring at us, giant smiles across their faces. All meddlers, every single one of them.


  But even though in the pit of my stomach I couldn’t be more terrified of what I’m feeling for her, I’m happy for one of the first times in two years.


  “Come here.” I pull her into my chest and wrap my arms around her shoulders. She’s still for a second before she gives in and rests her head on my chest, her arms coming up around my waist. I squeeze her tight. “I’m sorry for making it weird. I’m really glad you’re here.”


  “I’m happy I’m here too.” She looks up at me. “I only brought marshmallows. Brig said to bring only marshmallows and clothes. I don’t have any camping gear.”


  How convenient for Brig to forgo the camping gear and fail to mention the extra person.


  I step away and scratch the back of my neck, taking in the three tents and six people. Christ, how am I supposed to say this?


  “About that.” I wince. “Brig never told me you were coming, so I don’t have an extra tent for you.”


  “Oh.” Her face falls.


  Quickly, I add, “We have three two-person tents and six people . . .”


  She studies me for a few seconds, then turns toward everyone else; they quickly avert their gazes and start unpacking the van. I see her silently assessing the tent arrangements, and when it finally dawns on her, her mouth forms an O shape as she turns back to me. “Um, what does that mean?”


  “Well, Rylee and Beck will be sharing; I know they cherish these nights alone together, so that leaves me, Brig, and Reid, and to hell if you’re sharing with one of them. I, uh, could sleep in the cab of my truck and”


  She shakes her head. “I like camping, but I don’t like camping alone. There’s no way I’m staying in a tent by myself. Sorry.” She pats my chest. “You just earned yourself a roommate.”


  And despite myself, that makes me extremely happy.
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  “She’s killing it, Griff. You’re going to have to thank Ren for feeding you tonight,” Reid calls out from a few feet away.


  Ren sits back in her camping chair after catching another fish and starts to add another worm to her hook. Not going to lie: it’s a huge turn-on that not only does this girl know how to bait her own hook, but she has no qualms about pulling the fish off and putting them in the cooler. Not to mention she’s caught three fish to my zero. Whatever she’s doing to catch the fish, I like it.


  Our dad used to take all five of us fishing here. Jen would complain the whole time, not wanting anything to do with it, while my brothers and I would chase each other around the lake with hooks. That stopped immediately once Reid took a hook to the palm. And when I was older, I’d take Claire here. She didn’t have much interest in it at all, and that was okay, because she would just sit and talk to me.


  But Ren, she knows her way around a fishing pole and tackle box.


  Rylee and Beck stayed back at the campground, and we all know why. They wanted some alone time, and they weren’t subtle about it, either, but it’s a good trade-off because Beck will be cooking dinner when we get back. Rylee isn’t allowed near the foodshe’s notorious for burning anything she touches.


  “Okay, spill it. How are you so good at fishing?”


  Ren chuckles and casts her line. “Growing up, my dad used to take me fishing at least twice a month. It was our thing. We would go to different lakes around the area and even fish off some of the piers. He taught me everything he knows. It’s about the chase in the water, not necessarily about patience. You have to give a little to get a lot.” She calmly tugs on her pole and wheels the line in a bit.


  “You look like a professional.”


  “Pretty close to it.” She nods at my pole. “Did you ever do anything special with your dad?”


  “Fishing.” I chuckle. “But clearly it was a hot mess because he would take all of us kids. We never really got around to catching much because we spent more time bickering over who got what bait.”


  “I guess it pays to be an only child sometimes.” She reels in her line and casts it out again. “It’s beautiful out here; I can’t imagine ever wanting to leave. I can feel every muscle in my body relax.”


  “Two days of dealing with my brothers’ constant bickering makes leaving easy, but when I come up here by myself, now, that’s a different story. There’s a little hike I like to go on when I’m here. The path isn’t too hard to find, but it leads up to a secluded pond surrounded by trees. The water is so clear. If you’re interested, I can take you up there tomorrow, check it out.”


  “I’d like that, as long as you don’t take me up there and murder me or something.”


  I let out a loud laugh. “Do you think I’m some sort of serial killer?”


  “It’s always the nice guys, the ones you would never think are serial killers, who actually turn out to have tons of skeletons in their closets.”


  “Well, there’s nothing to worry about where I’m concerned. No skeletons or psycho-killer tendencies.”


  “Figured as much, but just testing you. Never can be too sure.”


  I chuckle. “I can appreciate you wanting to be safe, but may I remind you, you already committed to sharing a tent with me, so what does that say about your way of thinking?”


  She smiles. “Never said I was intelligent. I might be great with numbers, but the common sense is lacking.”


  “Stick with me; I’ll teach you all about common sense.” And just like that, her pole bows, and she’s hooked another fish. In awe, I watch her expertly reel it in, a smile on her face and a laugh rolling off her tongue the entire time.


  [image: fleuron]


  “All I can say is thank God I brought hot dogs, or else we’d be in some trouble.” Beck chuckles.


  “Is that what happens when you get marriedyou start morphing into each other?” Reid asks right before taking a giant bite of his hot dog.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rylee says, offended.


  Brig chimes in this time. “It means your husband is starting to cook like you, charring the hell out of everything. Poor Ren over there caught five fish, and Beck overcooked every single one of them to the point of being inedible. Hell, we’re all going to be smelling like burnt fish for days.”


  It’s true. I can still smell it on me. I’ll be taking a shower tonight; hell if I’m going to go to bed in the same tent as Ren stinking like this.


  Not even showing one ounce of remorse, Beck shrugs. “My wife needed assistance in the tent, so I went to help her. I’m not going to apologize for being the decent guy and helping a woman out.”


  “She needed help taking her shirt off,” Reid deadpans, clearly still upset over the fish.


  “And believe me, I really wanted to give her a hand.”


  We all groan, except for Ren, who seems giddy, grinning over the “romantic” gesture.


  Diverting the topic away from Beck and the burnt fish, Ren asks, “So did you all grow up together? Besides you, Beck. I heard you actually lived in Los Angeles as well.”


  Rylee wipes her fingers on her napkin. “We did grow up together. Oddly, even though I could work anywhere, I really had no desire to leave Port Snow. I liked it, my friends were there, and the beach has always been an inspiration.”


  “Not to mention her sex chair,” Brig cuts in. “Did she tell you about the sex chair in the coffee shop?”


  “Brig, I swear to God, I’m going to punch you in the neck if you call it that one more time. It’s not a sex chair, but yes, I told Ren that idiots like you call it that.”


  “Is it or is it not the place where you write all of your sex scenes?”


  She purses her lips and looks off to the side. “It’s a comfortable chair.”


  The picnic table erupts with laughter. Rylee crosses her arms over her chest. “I hate all of you.”


  “Even me?” Beck asks, pressing a kiss to her head.


  “Especially you. Poor Ren has to put up with all you idiots. You’ve lured her into your little web of friends, and now she has no other choice but to hang out with you fools. I’m going to start stealing her away, taking her to my house for drinks and girl time.”


  “That sounds amazing, actually,” Ren chimes in. “I can’t remember the last time I had a girls’ night.”


  “Well then, it’s settledwe’ll have one when we get back. I’ll fill you in on the real gossip, not the crap you hear from random locals here and there.”


  “Oh, I think I’m good on the gossip for now.” Ren shoots a glance at me before turning back to the fire.


  Brig nods. “Smartthe less you know, the better. Which reminds me . . .” He leans forward and practically whispers, “Have you heard anything about me in particular? I would like the chance to defend my honor.”


  “Me too.” Reid raises his hand.


  “I haven’t heard much,” Ren answers with a sly grin.


  “Much? That means you’ve heard at least something,” Reid says. “Go on, spill it.”


  Ren shifts on the bench, her shoulder grazing mine briefly. “Are you sure you want to hear it? You might get upset.”


  “Can’t be anything that I haven’t heard already. Give us what you’ve got,” Brig says.


  Under the table, she nudges me with her elbow, almost as if to say, Watch this. I have a feeling we’re about to get a little bit of a show, and I couldn’t be more excited. I fold my arms over my chest and lean back so I can get a good view of both Brig and Reid. This is going to be good.


  “Okay, well, when I was at the general store the other day, getting ice creammint chocolate chip, to be exact, which is my favorite by far”


  “Mine too,” Beck cuts in. “So fucking smooth.”


  “Dude, we’re not talking about ice cream right now,” Reid says. “This is serious business.”


  Beck just leans back and chuckles, wrapping his arm around Rylee.


  Ren continues with her story, the smirk on her face never leaving. Damn, she’s so not a good liar, but the guys are falling for every second of it.


  “So you were at the general store,” Reid prompts.


  “Yes, and I was making my way through the aisles when I heard two women talking about one of the Knightly brothers. Naturally, I stopped my cart and pretended to look over the Pop-Tarts while I listened.”


  “Excellent detective work. Well done. Breakfast pastries to the rescue,” Brig says, getting into the story.


  “I couldn’t catch much, but what I heard wasn’t really flattering. They were talking about . . . Reid, and some kind of mole on your leg with a black hair sticking straight out of it. She said it kept poking her while you were fooling around. All she could think the whole time was if the mole was growing with each pass her leg made over it.”


  Reid’s mouth drops open, but before he can say anything, Ren turns to Brig and continues her lie, her fucking fantastic lie.


  “And when I was over at the harbor, doing a little reading, I heard another set of girls talk about Brig, the guy who runs the automobile shop.”


  “What did they say?” Brig is practically on top of Ren, waiting impatiently for the rest of the story.


  With a finger to the sky, Reid interrupts. “Uh, I think we need to clear the air about the whole mole thing.”


  “Shhh.” Brig waves his hand at Reid. “We’ll get to your mole in a second. Please continue, Ren.”


  Still smiling, she obliges. “They said you were hitting on them, but they couldn’t get over the piece of food stuck between your two front teeth.”


  “What?” Brig shouts as the rest of us split a gut, my hand falling to Ren’s thigh, unable to control the laughter pouring out of me. She moves her hand down to mine, linking our fingers together. It’s the first time she’s initiated any sort of hand-holding, and I’ll admit, I like it a lot. “What was it? When was this? Was it when I had crab cakes? Jake puts so much goddamn seasoning in those things; they’re fucking delightful but require a teeth check after every serving.” He slaps the table. “Damn it.”


  “Uh, back to the whole mole thing,” Reid says.


  But Brig is still too focused on himself. “I bet it was last Tuesday. I had the cilantro cake, and I bet that did it to me. Cilantro will get you every time. I should have known.”


  “About the mole.”


  “Was it last Tuesday I had crab cakes? Hell, my days are getting all mixed up. What did the girls look like?”


  “For the record, there is no mole.”


  Reid and Brig start badgering Ren with questions, one right after the other, and all I can do is laugh next to her. I lean in close to her. “You brought this upon yourself.”


  “Yeah, but it was so worth it,” she replies from the side of her mouth.


  I can’t argue with her about that. And for the record, I think it’s extremely sexy that Ren can hang with my family and has no problems teasing them. Large families can be intimidating, especially to only children, but Ren is different. She’s holding her own and even throwing some shade. Life certainly isn’t dull when she’s around.


  And in this moment, as I watch Ren battle with my brothers, I can’t help but think how similar she is to Claire. The smile she wears, the laughter in her voice, the light-hearted feeling she carries around. But instead of the usual pang of grief, this realization warms me, reminds me that maybe I’m really not that alone after all.
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  “Do you have any thoughts?” Reid asks, picking at his plate.


  Leaning back in my chair, I take a sip of my beer and shake my head. “Not a lot of ideas. I’ve done some brainstorming, but I feel like I’m falling short. I didn’t think putting together a theme for our Lobster Fest booth was going to be so hard.”


  “What do you mean by a theme?” Ren asks with a cute crinkle in her brow.


  I lean toward Ren but speak loudly enough for the group to hear. “Every year, every booth sponsors a group in town to raise funds for. The Lobster Landing gets to sponsor the teachers of Port Snow again this year. Each booth is focused around a fall theme. We’ve done some pretty cool things to entertain visitors, sell our product, and raise money, but this year I’m in charge, and I really want to go all out.” I neglect to say why for a reason: it’s not something I want to get into right now in front of my brothers and Ren.


  Trying to understand, Ren says, “So you need to think of something that will raise money for the teachers and something that will be fun and exciting.”


  “Exactly.”


  The tip of her finger taps her chin as she looks up at the canopy of the maple trees providing a natural ceiling. “Pumpkin carving.”


  “We did that two years ago.”


  “Ugh, okay. Hmm, how about . . . something with a scarecrow.”


  Reid perks up. “We can do a dick-in-a-box-type thing with scarecrowsguess which scarecrow is locked and loaded.”


  “Are you fucking insane?” I ask, genuinely concerned for my brother. “You’re eliminated from making any other suggestions.”


  “What? Why? That was a great idea.”


  Stepping in, Brig says, “Dude, it was disturbing. I’m with Griff on this one.”


  “Hey. What happened to younger brothers sticking together?”


  Brig’s face says it all. “Not when you say fucked-up shit like that.”


  “What about apples?” Ren cuts in. “The classic teacher gift is apples, so maybe you can frame everything around that.”


  Shit, that’s a good idea.


  A really good idea.


  “I like that a lot,” I say, pressing my hand to her arm, my mind starting to whirl with ideas. “We can do apple-cider pairings with treats from the shop. We can do a flight of cider, nonalcoholic, and pair the drinks with fudge, scones, and maybe our cider doughnuts. Charge a flat rate, and half goes to the teachers. For the kids, we can do lobster stamp carvings in the apples, and they can decorate their own bags with them.”


  “Like how Mom used to make stamps out of potatoes?” Brig asks. I nod. “Dude, that’s a great idea.”


  “We can get ciders from Hollows Eve up north. They have many different flavors we can choose from, like cherry, pear, and raspberry apple ciders. Maybe we can strike up a deal with them to get some donations.” I rub my hands together. “I feel really good about this.”


  “And you can decorate with apples, do bushels in baskets, maybe a few fake apple trees climbing up your booth. Could be really cute,” Ren cleverly adds.


  “Bobbing for apples,” Reid shouts, one hand in the air. “Bob for a discount on your next Lobster Landing purchase.”


  Like the supportive brother he is, Brig leans over and pats Reid on the shoulder. “See, now that’s a good idea.”


  Reid smirks. “I was due for one.”


  Happy, I stretch my hand out to Ren and squeeze her hand in mine. “Thank you,” I quietly say. “You don’t know how much you just helped me.”


  The tips of her lips curve up into a beautiful smile. “I’m glad I could help.”


  Cutting in, Reid says, “Now that we’ve figured the theme out, let’s get back to that whole mole thing . . .”
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  “How long do you think they’re going to keep bringing up the lettuce and the mole?” Ren asks as we sit in front of the fire, s’mores already consumed. Rylee and Beck are in their tent, and Brig and Reid are playing cards at the picnic table, giving the two of us some semiprivate time.


  “Most likely they’re going to mention it every time they see you for the next couple of months, but hell, it was worth it.” I chuckle. “Fuck, the looks on their faces were priceless.”


  “They’re too easy.”


  “They are. Wait until I tell Rogan and Jen; they’re going to wish they were here now.”


  “Why aren’t they?” Ren turns a little more in her camping chair, bringing one of her legs up to her chest, bending at the knee.


  “Camping isn’t Rogan’s thing. He likes his creature comforts, and sleeping outside in a tent holds no appeal for him. As for Jen, she has three young kids, and if she’s going to spend time away from them, it’s not going to be in a canvas triangle out in the woods. She’s going to spend the money on a nice room at a fancy hotel in Bar Harbor or Ogunquit.”


  “Ahh, that makes sense. I think I would probably be the same way, even though I love being outdoors, especially out here. The trees make it feel so private. When we would camp on the beach, it was wonderful falling asleep to the waves, but you always felt exposed, almost naked out in the open.”


  “I could see that. The trees provide a sense of protection.”


  “Exactly.”


  Ren has to be one of the most down-to-earth women I’ve ever methonest and true to her word. She said she likes camping, and she was right. She showed up prepared and ready for the outdoors, not a drop of makeup on her face or one of her usual dresses in sight.


  And if she hadn’t been told she didn’t have to bring camping gear, I’m almost positive she would have brought everything necessary. Just from the conversations we’ve had so far, it’s obvious how much we genuinely have in common, and it’s obvious how my resolve keeps slacking where she’s concerned.


  “Do you have a favorite camping story?” I ask. “Or maybe an embarrassing one?”


  She chuckles. “Oh, I like how you threw that in there, or an embarrassing one. Let me guess which kind of story you would rather hear . . . hmm.” She taps her chin.


  “Hey, if you tell me an embarrassing camping story, then I’ll tell you one of mine.”


  “One of them? Meaning there are more than one?”


  “I grew up with three brothers. Of course there are multiple embarrassing camping stories.”


  She rubs her hands together. “Well, if that’s the case, then I’m ready to spill.” She points her finger at me, a slight tilt to her head. “But you promise you’ll tell yours right after mine? None of this ‘just kidding’ crap, right? A story for a story.”


  “Promise.” I give her a curt nod.


  Not satisfied with my answer, she holds out her pinkie to me. “Pinkie promise.”


  “Are you twelve?”


  “It’s the only way to ensure a story for a story. Only heathens break pinkie promises. Are you a heathen, Griffin?”


  This girl, I swear.


  “No.”


  “Then you should have no problem doing a pinkie promise with me, right?”


  I hold my pinkie out to her, a grin pulling at my lips. “No problem at all.” We shake, followed by a gleeful clap from Ren.


  “Your story better be good, Griffin, because I’m about to deliver some embarrassing stuff. Top-notch blushing kind of tale.”


  She’s so goddamn cute.


  “I’ll deliver. Now lay it on me.”


  She sits up in her camp chair, turns it to face me completely, and then crosses her legs, her little body folding together.


  She’s so relaxed and happy; it makes me think that even though I’ve been out of the dating cycle for a while, I’m doing something right.


  Not that we’re dating.


  A cold chill runs through me, the thought of pursuing something with Ren exciting and scary as fuck.


  I want her.


  But I don’t want her to get hurt.


  I want to know what it’s like to spend a night with her in my arms, and right about now, I don’t think there is any way I can stop myself from staying away.


  “Are you ready?” she asks, her eyes fixed on mine.


  “Ready.”


  “Okay.” She clears her throat, and I get ready for what I can only assume is going to be one amazing story. “I was fourteen, an impressionable age for any girl. I was camping with my family up in Idyllwild, one of my favorite places, but this time, my parents decided to try out a new campsite because it was next to a pond.”


  “Seems nice.”


  “It was. So nice, and we returned many times after.”


  “So whatever happened couldn’t have been that bad.”


  “It took me a year before I went back,” she confesses. “A year before I felt like I could revisit those bathrooms.”


  The way she says bathrooms with such menace in her voiceI can’t help but chuckle.


  “I was young, naive, and ignorant about my actual shower time. I thought I was a two-minute-shower kind of girl, when in reality, I was a ten-minute-shower kind of girl.”


  “Oh shit,” I mumble, unable to hide the smile pulling at my lips.


  “Midshampoo, the shower cut out, and I didn’t have any more quarters. Head soaped up and body drenched, I reached for my towel . . .”


  “Fuck, did you forget your towel?”


  She slowly nods, eyes closed, lips pressed together. “Yup,” she answers with a resounding pop. “Forgot a towel, forgot extra quarters. All I had were my T-shirt and shorts, which horribly clung to my soaking-wet body. I made the walk of shame out the bathrooms and past the campsite of high school boys who were on some Eagle Scout field tripmind you, I had no bra onand made it to my parents’ campsite, where I grabbed a towel and more quarters. I wanted to pretty much die on the walk back when every single guy at the Eagle Scout campground watched me head into the bathroom. It was mortifying.”


  “Hell, that is mortifying. Did you hide behind trees for the rest of your camping experience?”


  “Pretty much. I didn’t want to go anywhere near the Eagle Scouts. And I faked sick to get out of the pancake breakfast that Sunday.” Sincerity laces her voice. “And do you know how painful that was? I love a good campground pancake social. All-you-can-eat fluffy magic, ugh.” She slaps the armrest on her chair. “What a world.”


  I chuckle, loving how animated she is.


  “Okay, your turn. What’s your story? And make it good, Knightly.”


  The way she calls me by my last name sometimes, especially when she’s jokingI fucking love it. She’s got me hook, line, and sinker.


  “Sudsy teenager doing the walk of shame is pretty hard to beat, but I think I have the story to destroy yours.”


  “We’ll see about that.” She folds her arms across her chest.


  I so have her freaking beat, and if I really wanted to preserve the image she has of me in her head, I would not tell her this story, but I’m going for broke here.


  “I was with my brothers and my dad; it was a man’s weekend,” I say with a gruff voice to really exaggerate how manly of a weekend it was. “Which meant we were going natural.”


  “Like no clothes?” Her eyes widen.


  “No.” I chuckle. “Not that natural, but Dad wanted us to learn to live off the land in case we were ever, in his words, ‘abducted and dropped off in the middle of nowhere.’”


  “Well, that makes sense. Smart parenting.”


  “Agreed, but there were some things my dad failed to mention.” I grab the back of my neck, the story so vivid in my mind. “That weekend my brothers and I were pulling pranks on each other every chance we could get. Just stupid shit, like scaring each other in the woods and stealing each other’s underwear. Really mature stuff that I won’t go into.”


  “Thank you for sparing me.” She chuckles, her smile beautiful, her lips distracting me for a brief second.


  I clear my throat and continue, “We were all making dinner, and I had to go to the bathroom, so I went off into the woods, near the designated bathroom area my dad marked off, and started taking a leak, only to have Reid come up behind me and screech like a giant owl, which scared the living piss out of me.” Ren covers her mouth and giggles. “Naturally, I got pee all over myself, and since we were using the land as our only resource, I grabbed a leaf from the ground and started wiping up.”


  “Ohhh noooo.” Her chuckling turns into a fit of laughter.


  “It was almost instant. Poison ivy spread all over me, everywhere I touched, including . . .” I lift a brow at her.


  A burst of laughter pops out of her. “You poison ivy-ed your penis.”


  “And it wasn’t pretty. Red-and-white blisters for weeks. All I wanted to do was dip my dick into a cup of calamine lotion, but that was just asking for a UTI, so I had to resort to stroking my damn dick with anti-itch.” She’s laughing so hard tears are coming from her eyes. “I couldn’t look at calamine lotion the same for a very long time; the mauve bottle brought back odd sensations. Talk about confusing.”


  “Oh shit.” She’s wiping her eyes, her laughter musical. Hell, it might be embarrassing, but it’s worth it to see her so happy, to see joy take over her entire body.


  It’s sexy.


  It makes me want to take her into my arms tonight, in our tent, the stars twinkling right above us.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  REN


  All throughout my shower and while brushing my teeth and getting ready for bed, I kept chuckling at the thought of poor Griffin and his poison ivy penis.


  I couldn’t imagine that kind of pain, but hell, it’s comedy gold.


  But now that I’m making the walk back to the campsitedry and sans soap in my hairI can’t help but sober up.


  I know I said I was cool with sleeping in the same tent as Griffin, but I’m all of a sudden extremely aware of the close confines we’ll be in. Over the last month or so, I couldn’t think of a better situation than sharing a tent with the kindest and hottest guy I’ve ever met, but now that it’s D-Day, my nerves are eating me alive, my will to be cool, calm, and collected quickly vanishing.


  Is he going to be wearing clothes? What if he goes shirtless? I’ve never seen him with his shirt off; am I going to be able to not stare? What about shorts? Pants? Will he wear underwear only? Should I wear underwear only?


  What am I thinking? Of course not. We’re camping, not having a sleepover.


  This is a friend offering another friend space in his tent. That’s it, nothing more.


  But then again, he held my hand tonight and gave me a hug for the first time, reassuring me I was welcome on this camping trip and melting my heart.


  He was excited I was here.


  He spent the entire night by my side, telling stories, making sure I was taken care of. He didn’t need to do that; he could have hung out with his brothers, but he chose me.


  Our campsite comes into view, the fire dying down to embers, the three tents occupied, everyone but me settled in their beds. As I approach the orange tent I’m sharing with Griffin, my stomach ties itself in knots.


  I clutch my toiletry bag and clothes to my chest. I can do this. It’s just sleeping.


  Just. Sleeping.


  If I can’t sleep next to this man, then I have no business being near him.


  Finding a little bit of courage, I puff my chest and step in front of the tent, but I pause for a second. What if he’s naked or something in there? I should knock, but you can’t exactly knock on canvas. “Knock, knock,” I say instead. “It’s Ren. Are you decent?”


  The low rumble of his chuckle washes over me. “Yeah, I’m decent. Remember, I took a shower, too, and I was smart enough to bring a towel.”


  I open the tent to a dimly lit space and give him a narrowed look. “Low blow, Knightly, but at least I’m smart enough to know what a poison ivy leaf looks like.” He chuckles again as I take in the space we have, reality hitting me all at once.


  One tent.


  One air mattress.


  One sleeping bag.


  One pillow.


  Oh crap.


  Griffin must notice my mounting panic. “Uh, you can have the pillow and the sleeping bag. I usually get hot at night, so I’m good with this throw blanket.” He holds up a crocheted blue blanket that looks like it will cover the surface area of his chest, and that’s about it.


  I tuck my things into my duffel bag in the corner and turn back to the mattress, eyeing it. This is stupid. We’re adults; we can make this work.


  Plus . . . would it really kill me to share a bed with the man I’ve been crushing on for weeks? Maybe this is the final push he needs to make a move, to forget about that ridiculous, godforsaken curse.


  I kneel down on the bed without saying anything and unzip the sleeping bag, spreading it out and slipping beneath. It’s warm, and I’m thankful I’m only wearing a tank top and shorts as I lie down. I prop my head up on my hand and pat the bed beside me.


  “We’re adults, Griffin; we can share a bed. It’s fine.”


  He scratches the back of his neck, his thick bicep pressing against his shirt sleeve, stretching it out, as he studies me. Even though I was nervous about him going shirtless, after watching the little bicep show, I kind of wish he were shirtless.


  “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”


  “The only thing that’s going to make me uncomfortable is the thought of you sleeping under that itty-bitty blanket during this trip. Come on.” I flip up a corner of the sleeping bag, giving him access to join me. “It’ll be fine.”


  He turns off the flashlight, darkening the tent, and gives the bed a final once-over before climbing in. The mattress shifts under his weight, jostling me around a bit until he’s settled into position, a good foot separating us. He bunches up the blanket and uses it as a pillow, keeping his gaze turned up to the ceiling of the tent.


  Silence falls between us, and I’m unsure if I should say good night or not say anything, just let sleep take over. It feels awkward not to say anything, but with each minute that passes by, crickets and the rustling of Rylee and Beck’s tent the only things filling the peaceful night air, I can’t seem to form the words I need to.


  So I surrender to sleep and shut my eyes, staying on my side, stiff as a board, not wanting to invade Griffin’s space, a little part of me extremely disappointed. I almost thought that maybe we would have another conversation, or maybe he would sleep a little closer, or maybe, just maybe, he would finally give in to the temptation I see in his eyes whenever he’s around me.


  But from the quiet breathing coming from him and his motionless body, I’m going to let the scenarios I came up with in my head while showering start to slowly fade away.


  We are sharing a tent.


  And that’s as far as this night seems to go. Tent sharing.


  Why do I feel like this is an epic fail on my part?


  I wonder what he would have done if I’d announced I like to sleep naked and started stripping down. Would he have fled the tent as if there were a rattlesnake in it, or would he have easily joined me, stripping down to nothing as well?


  Right about now, I think he’d be sprinting around the campsite, screaming like a little girl.


  Oh well. Maybe we’re meant to be friends, and that’s it.


  I grip the pillow and sigh, letting the night take me.


  And then, “They did this on purpose, you know.”


  My eyes flick open, my heart rate picking up at the sound of his voice, barely above a whisper.


  “Did what?” I ask, trying to hide any sleepiness in my voice.


  “Invited you here, didn’t tell me about it, stuck us in the same tent. Every chance my family has had, they’ve tried to put us together. They’re meddlers.” He turns on his side, his beautiful eyes finding mine. “They want to see me happy. They want to see me with you.”


  My breath catches in my throat, my pulse running a mile a minute as I force myself not to move, unsure if he’s really talking to me about this, about something more than friendship.


  I wet my lips, letting my heart calm down. “And . . . and what do you want?”


  He doesn’t answer right away; instead his eyes look past me, over my shoulder, as if he’s contemplating what to say next.


  Every nerve in my body is tingling, the anticipation of his answer slowly killing me with every second that goes by.


  Is he going to say no?


  Is he going to lie and let me down easy? Because I’ll know if he’s lying. From the lingering gazes to the subtle touches and the protective way he holds my hand, it’s clear he wants more, but there’s something holding him back. I’m not sure if it’s the passing of his wife, the curse, or meit’s frustrating not to know.


  “I don’t know what I want,” he finally answers. My heart falls to my stomach along with my hopes.


  I try to cloak my disappointment, but I fail miserably. Tears threaten to fall. “I can understand that it’s hard. It’s okay, Griffin. Moving on is hard.” I give him a curt smile.


  Removing my hands from under my pillow, I roll over to my other side and carefully, hopefully without being detected, wipe away a stray tear. I can’t imagine what he must be going through, losing a loved one the way he did. What was his life with her like? Did they go camping? Did they laugh and joke around the way we do? Does he miss her so much that thinking about being with another woman is completely impossible? I know this is hard on him, but it isn’t easy on me, either; though I doubt he means to give me hope of what we could have, he does. With every touch of his hand and every endearing smile, he gives me hope.


  I almost wish I weren’t in the middle of all of it. That I weren’t the girl his family was constantly trying to push him toward, that he weren’t the guy who pulled me from my car, that we were strangers who passed by each other with a polite wave as we made our way through the streets of Port Snow.


  It might have been easier to never have known Griffin the way I do now; each time he pushes me away, my heart splinters.


  The air mattress shifts, and I think Griffin is about to leave the tent. But I feel his body move in close to mine, his hand gently pulling down on my shoulder, rolling me onto my back. He hovers above me, and the air escapes my lungs as I stare up at him, my emotions hanging on by a thread.


  He reaches out and twirls a piece of my hair between his fingers. “I do know there’s no way I can sleep in the same bed as you tonight and not touch you, not hold you. There’s no way I can keep my hands or lips to myself.”


  I swear to God it’s almost like a bubble has been holding my happiness hostage, because the second Griffin leans down, his lips inches away from me, that bubble bursts, pure joy eclipsing me. I move my hand past his strong shoulder to the back of his neck, where I grip tightly, holding him in place.


  His nose gently rubs against mine, his tongue wetting his lips, his soapy scent intoxicating me. “I can’t even pinpoint a moment when I’ve wanted something as badly as I want your lips on mine.”


  Seductive and strong, his voice rolls over me; arousal takes root in the pit of my stomach and spreads all over my body.


  He closes the space between us and finally presses his lips against mine.


  And it’s everything I ever thought it would be.


  Gentle but commanding, soft but powerful.


  Lips gliding across mine, our mouths fuse together as one.


  Our kiss deepens. His tongue swipes across my lips, and on instinct, my mouth parts, granting him access. I close my other hand around his neck and slide it up into his hair, where I grip him tightly. He groans into my mouth and moves his hand from my hip to my rib cage, his thumb grazing my side, my tank top riding up a few inches.


  Our tongues dance, our kiss strengthening, our need for one another growing desperate as we finally give in to the feelings that have been mounting for weeks.


  I frame his head with my hands as he shifts on the bed, lowering down even farther, his hand moving up my back higher and higher, holding me close to his warm body.


  Our mouths still tangling, I slip my hand under his shirt, waiting for him to stop me, and when he doesn’t, I explore upward, marveling at the rigidness of his abdomen under my fingers.


  A six-pack, just like I thought.


  I slide my hand up farther, dragging his shirt with me, until he breaks our kiss, sits back, and pulls his shirt over his head, exposing his ripped chest and stomach. Thick pecs lead to a carved stomach, divots and valleys accentuating every muscle, giving way to a small scattering of hair right below his belly button. Stunned at how gorgeous he really is, I shyly dance my fingers up his abdomen to his pecs, where I run them over the short hair on his chest. It’s all male and so beyond sexy.


  Before I can drink him in further, he presses me back down into the air mattress and hovers above me, the heat of his body warming me up immediately.


  He moves his forehead to mine, our lungs rising and falling in unison as his hand slowly glides down my arm, finding my hand. He twists our fingers together and then brings our joined hands above my head, locking me in place.


  And then he attacks my mouth again, his powerful body leaning into mine, our legs tangling, his arousal pressing against my hip.


  Yes. God, yes.


  With every swipe of his tongue, every pass of his thumb over my hand, my body is fueled with lust for this man. He’s invading every last nerve I have.


  His scent, spicy and fresh, hypnotizing.


  His taste, minty, addictive.


  His body, large and strong, arousing.


  His erection, thick, teasing.


  I need more, so I rotate my hips against his, eliciting a groan from deep within him as he breaks off our kiss.


  “Ren,” he says breathlessly. “You can’t do that.”


  “Can’t do what?” I’m just as breathless.


  “Move your hips like that.” He leans down and pecks my lips a few times. “I’m hard as a fucking rock right now, and any movement is going to be too much.” He pulls away just a little, growing serious. “It’s been a really long time for me, and even though I want you so fucking bad right now, I’m not about to have sex with you on an air mattress with my brothers in the next tent over.”


  Oh, right. I didn’t even think about that. I was so caught up in the moment.


  I bite my bottom lip. “Sorry, I guess I thought for a second that we were in our own private world.”


  “We might be in a tent, but it’s definitely not private.” With a frustrated breath, he peels off of me and rolls onto his back, draping a hand over his eyes. I watch, fascinated at how his brawny chest falls up and down, his tight nipples emphasized by his large pecs. If he’s trying to turn down the heat level between us, he’s doing a shitty job. I take in the deep V of his hips and how low his shorts ride on . . .


  Oh.


  My.


  God.


  The soft fabric of his shorts does absolutely nothing to hide his arousal, and it’s gloriously large. My mouth waters as my body involuntarily moves forward, my hand going to his thigh.


  From my light touch, he startles and whips his head toward me. “What are you doing?”


  “You’re so hard, Griffin; let me do something about it.”


  “No.”


  Okay, not the answer I was expecting.


  “Griffin, I want to.”


  “And I appreciate that, but it’s not happening.” He must see my disappointment, because he quickly sits up and cradles my face in his palms, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “I meant it’s not happening here, not when we’re so close to everyone. When we do this, and fuck, we will, it’s going to be when we’re alone and I can hear your moans without having to muffle them. Okay?”


  The corners of my lips tilt up. Okay? That is more than okay, and all I can think about now is how the hell we’re going to get through two whole nights of camping.


  I nod. “Okay.”


  He presses a kiss against my forehead and pulls away, putting distance between us again. “Give me a few minutes to catch my breath, and then we’ll cuddle, if that’s good with you.”


  “Take your time.”


  I turn away from him, the promise of more to come swimming around in my head. It almost doesn’t feel real, that Griffin Knightly is about to hold me all night, that he just kissed me so wildly, with so much passion, that it felt like my clothes were going to melt off.


  I know he thinks he’s the one having a hard time calming down his arousal, but he has no idea how turned on I am, how much I can’t wait to be able to feel him all over again and press my lips against his.


  This is going to be the longest camping trip of my life.
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  “Will you mind your own fucking business? Christ, man.” Griffin’s whisper-shout sounds from outside the tent.


  My eyes blink open. The early-morning sun has heated up the tent, turning it into a greenhouse. I kick off the sleeping bag and loll my head to the side as Reidor I think it’s Reidtalks back to Griffin.


  “Just tell me if you at least kissed. We thought we heard something, but we couldn’t be sure.”


  “You can fuck off.”


  “Stop being a baby and just give us something.”


  “Will you keep your voice down?” Griffin snaps in a hushed tone. “She’s still sleeping, you douche, and the last thing I want you to do is wake her up with your incessant questioning. Drop it.”


  I stifle my giggles, imagining the ornery look on Griffin’s face. It’s one of the reasons why I like him so muchhe loves his family dearly but also wants to throttle them most of the time.


  I give them a few minutes before moving from my comfortable position on the air mattress, memories of the night before flooding my mind.


  To say Griffin is a good cuddler is an understatement. He knew just how to hold me, how to splay his hand across my stomach, how to make me feel protected. And when at one point I woke in the night, I found his face was buried in my hair. He stirred for a second before absentmindedly pressing a kiss to my head and then falling back to sleep.


  That small moment, the fact that he subconsciously kissed me, just tells me it’s something he’s wanted to do for a long time now.


  I listen closely for any more arguing, and when I don’t hear anything, I sit up on the mattress and try to calm my hair’s wild waves. I rub my fingers under my eyes, clearing out any sleep, and stick a piece of gum in my mouth, not wanting to kill anybody with morning breath, Griffin in particular.


  I unzip the tent, slip on my flip-flops, and find Griffin hovering over a pan on the firepit, stirring what looks like oatmeal, while Reid slices up apples on a cutting board at the picnic table.


  “Good morning,” I murmur, pushing a lock of hair behind my ear.


  Both Reid and Griffin turn toward me at the same time, but my gaze is only set on Griffin. His eyes travel up and down my body before landing on my face. A lazy grin tugs at the corner of his mouth, and my stomach flips at the sight.


  “Good morning,” he says softly. We stare at each other, both our smiles widening with each passing breath.


  “Nothing happened, my ass,” Reid mutters from the picnic table.


  I hide my chuckle and make my way over to the cooler, Griffin staring me down the entire time as I grab a water, get rid of my gum, and take a long swig, the cold liquid waking me up even more.


  “Smells really good,” I say, needing to break the silence and the blatant stares Griffin and I are sharing.


  Still stirring his pot, Griffin brings a coffee mug to his mouth and takes a sip, eyeing me from over the rim.


  “Do you like oatmeal, Ren?” Reid asks as Rylee and Beck hop out of their tent, grinning. I think everyone knows what they were up to last night.


  “I do like oatmeal. Mainly with brown sugar and raisins.”


  “Both items we have,” Griffin says as Beck walks up to the pot and takes over stirring duties.


  “Looks good, man. A few more minutes, and it should be good to go. Ingredients ready?”


  “Yup,” Reid calls out. “I made a little oatmeal bar for people to pick and choose their toppings. I’ll go wake up Brig.”


  “Good idea. I’m going to run to the bathroom before breakfast.” Griffin sets down his coffee and makes his way toward me. “Ren, do you have to go to the bathroom?”


  “I do, actually. I’ll go with you.”


  “How convenient,” Reid mumbles. Griffin gives Reid a murderous look over his shoulder as we stroll away.


  Quietly, we walk together, at least a foot between us, the early-morning birdsong mixing in with the crunch of our feet on the dirt path. We round a bank of trees that shield our tents from view, and once we’re out of sight, Griffin moves in closer, his pinkie finger rubbing the back of my hand right before he captures it, fully entwining our fingers and pressing our palms together.


  I can’t help it; I smile like a damn fool, so happy that this man is actually holding my hand.


  When we make another turn through a bank of trees, Griffin stops abruptly and spins me off the path and right up against a tree, where he lifts my chin and gently brings his mouth to mine.


  His lips are soft, malleable, with just the right amount of pressure to make my toes curl right in my sandals.


  When he pulls away, he tilts his forehead against mine. “Fuck, I wanted to do that so bad the minute you came out of the tent.”


  “Why didn’t you?” I ask, suddenly nervous.


  “I didn’t want Reid gawking like an asshole, making catcalls and all that bullshit. He’s a dickhead, and I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”


  “Okay, so it’s not because you’re ashamed or anything of what happened last night?”


  His brow shoots up in surprise. I have to admit I’m relieved at that reaction. “You’re joking, right? Ren, I would never be ashamed of what happened last nightit actually meant a lot to me. You’re . . .” He pauses and looks away, his head bent forward, something on the tip of his tongue. I don’t push him; I just wait until he’s ready. After a few seconds, he takes a deep breath and looks me in the eyes. “You’re the first woman I’ve even thought about kissing since I lost my wife. I would never have kissed you last night if I were ashamed.”


  “I’m the first?”


  He nods. “No one has caught my attention like you have; no one’s been able to break me down piece by piece, made it so impossible to stay away.”


  “So does that mean . . . you might want to date me?”


  He chuckles and plays with the hem of my tank top, tugging on it as he stares me in the eyes. “Is that what you want, Ren? To date me?”


  I press my hand against his chest. “I mean, have I not made that obvious? I thought I was doing a damn good job of letting you know that’s what I wanted. I wanted so badly to make a move, but I was scared you weren’t feeling the same way about me. I’ve walked by the Lobster Landing way too many times for no reason, just hoping to catch a glimpse of you. I’ve even thought about calling in to the firehouse about a faulty smoke detector just to see you again.”


  He chuckles. “You didn’t have to come up with a grand scheme to see me, Ren, because I wanted to see you just as much. Believe me, putting together four Adirondack chairs was not on my fun list, but hell if I could stay away.”


  “So are you telling me we could have been dating a while ago?” I playfully grip his shirt in mock anger, making him laugh.


  He shakes his head, his face growing serious. “No, I think we needed this time to get to know each otherthe buildup made the satisfaction that much sweeter.” He lowers his head and presses a light kiss across my lips. “Want to go on a hike today, just you and me, bring a picnic?”


  “I would love that more than anything.”


  “Good. Then let’s get some breakfast in us, act like we’re interested in the group for a little bit, and then go off on our own. How does that sound?”


  “Absolutely perfect.”


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  GRIFFIN


  I grip Ren’s hand tightly and hoist her up a rock. The terrain is a little rougher than I remembered, but Ren’s handled it like a champ, never once complaining, a smile on her face the entire time.


  “You got it?”


  She nods. “Yup.” She puts her hands on her hips and looks past my shoulder. “I better be wearing this bathing suit under my clothes for a reason, Knightly.”


  “I promise there’s a perfect pond at the end of this. You’ll cool right down.”


  “Good. I very well might belly flop right into it out of pure joy.” She wipes her forehead, little strands of her brown hair curling along her hairline. It’s adorable. “I will tell you this: the humidity here is the devil. California’s heat has nothing on it.”


  Still holding Ren’s hand, I guide her down the narrow path. “It’ll take some time to get used to the humidity, but once you do, you’ll barely notice it anymore.”


  “Are you just saying that?”


  “No, it gets easier. At least your first season in Maine is summer, so you know what to expect when it comes to the heat here.”


  “And what about the winter?”


  “What about it?” I ask, stepping over a log. I turn around and help Ren over as well.


  “I have yet to experience a snowfall. I think I might get lost in all the snow.”


  “I’ll be sure to get you a bright-red winter hat so I can spot you if you do get lost. I’ve saved you once; I don’t mind saving you again, and again, and again.” I wink at her, and she stops midstride.


  In a flash, her hand is on my cheek, and she places a tight kiss against my lips; the unexpected affection twists my stomach in all the right ways. I cradle the back of her neck as our tongues meet. She moans into my mouth before stepping back, putting some distance between us, her cheeks flushed. “You can’t say things like that and expect me to act casual.”


  I wiggle my eyebrows at her. “Oh yeah? That do something for you?”


  Her eyes narrow, a smirk playing at the corner of her mouth as she starts to walk away. “You’re annoying.”


  “But two seconds ago, you were all about me. I could see stars in your eyes.”


  She scoffs. “Just remember, it’s not hard to fall from that pedestal.”


  “Aw, you put me on a pedestal?” I swoop in, kissing her on the neck. She giggles and fights to get out of my grasp, but I keep her close to me as we break through a few trees and come upon the pond. My very secluded pond.


  Thank God.


  Not answering me, she stops midstride and takes in the serene water before us. Trees line its diameter, providing a much-needed wall of privacy and giving the entire area an enchanted feel. I’ve loved this pond for years.


  “It’s beautiful,” she says in awe.


  “It’s one of my favorite places ever, and for some reason, the water is never too cold.”


  “Wouldn’t matter at this point,” she answers, pulling off her tank top in one smooth lift over her head. My eyes immediately travel up and down her torso, taking in her flat stomach, her smooth curves, and the fullness of her breasts, which are barely being contained by a small bikini top.


  She tosses her tank top on a rock, quickly unbuckles her jean shorts, and pulls them down her legs, toeing them into a pile with the tank top.


  As she takes in the pond in front of her, she undoes her hair tie only to pull her hair up higher on her head, tying it into a messy bunbut I don’t pay that much attention. I’m so focused on the tantalizing curves of her body and the way her bikini bottoms rise high on her perfectly round ass cheeks.


  I can’t believe I haven’t noticed before, but Ren has a fucking bubble butt, and it’s hot as shit. Her red bikini does nothing to hide her curves, and I’m not mad about it as she walks into the water, keeping her hands at the nape of her neck, sighing as if it’s the most soothing thing she’s ever experienced.


  Slowly, she lowers herself into the water and then pops back up, never getting her hair wet but letting the water hit her chin. When she stands back up, she turns toward me, her nipples hard and poking against the thin fabric of her bathing suit. Fucking hell. “Are you coming?”


  I’m about to if I stare at her nipples any longer.


  Wanting to give her the kind of show she gave me, I reach behind myself and pull my shirt over my head. I toss it to the side with her clothes and watch as her mouth parts a centimeter and her eyes home in on my abs.


  Not going to lie: the look she’s giving me is every man’s wet dream. Wet woman in a bikini with a look of pure arousal in her eyesit’s so fucking perfect.


  I quickly kick off my socks and shoes and unzip my cargo shorts, letting them fall to my ankles. I step out of them, leaving me in my boxer briefs. I charge into the water, going right for her. She squeals as I catch her in my arms and pull her underwater. We resurface quickly; she wipes at her eyes and then swats at my chest. “You jerk!”


  I chuckle and circle her waist, not letting her get any farther away as we float in the shallow waters. “What’s wrong? You look gorgeous wet.”


  She tilts her head to the side, giving me a “get real” look. “You’re just saying that so I’ll kiss you.”


  “Nah.” I shake my head. “I don’t have to say things like that to get you to kiss me. I can just ask.”


  “You think so?” She wraps her arms around my neck.


  “Yeah.” I bring her body against mine, her legs draping around my waist. “Watch. Ren, will you kiss me?”


  Like the vixen she is, she contemplates my request for a moment before she finally leans forward and presses a small kiss against my lips.


  “Not good enough,” I mutter as I float us over to a large boulder near the shore, where I take a seat, the water coming up to my armpits. Ren straddles me, and I slide my hand up her back, under the strings of her bikini, pulling her close as I attack her lips, greedy and needy at the same time.


  Ever since last night, I’m finding it impossible to keep my distance. Hell, when she rolled out of our tent this morning, the first thing I wanted to do was walk up to her, wrap my arms around her waist, and press a long, deep kiss to her mouth. But with Reid watching my every move, I held back.


  It won’t be like that foreverjust for now, while we’re still in the woods, figuring out where all this is going to lead us.


  She opens her mouth to mine when I move my tongue across her lips. I dive my tongue into hers, and she meets my every stroke equally.


  Hot.


  Begging.


  Slightly sloppy.


  We don’t miss a beat as our mouths mold together.


  I get lost in our kiss, in the way she feels in my arms, satisfaction washing over me with every moan she makes as my tongue tangles with hers.


  The water ripples around our limbs, the birds chirp in the shady trees, and a light breeze whips past us, sounding off the wild grass surrounding the pond, but it all fades away as I let the feel of Ren’s lips take over me.


  And then . . . she moves her hips.


  I freeze, her center rubbing against my massively hard cock.


  I pull away and give her another warning. “Ren, what did I tell you last night?”


  “That you wanted me,” she answers with a smile.


  “Yes, but not here.”


  “Why not?” she asks, moving her hips along my length again. “We’re completely alone.”


  I hiss through my teeth. “Not in a pond, Ren.”


  “I don’t see what the big deal is.” She leans forward and works her lips along my jaw to the place right below my ear. She flicks her tongue along the sensitive flesh, moving her hips again.


  “Christ, Ren.”


  She kisses along my jaw. “Did you know that you’re not the only one turned on? The minute you took off your shirt, my arousal level shot through the roof, and with every kiss, a sharp throb shoots between my legs. I need release just like you, Griffin.”


  Fuck.


  In this moment, either I can choose to keep holding off, or I can finally let go of the thin rope I’ve been holding on to and, for the first time since my wife passed, truly allow myself to feel again.


  With her hands wrapped behind my neck, she lowers my head to her cleavage, and I brush my lips up and down the valley of her breasts, unable to control myself, that rope getting thinner and thinner until it snaps, and I lose all willpower.


  I want her.


  I fucking need her.


  And I show her just how much.


  “Yes,” she groans when I nip at her skin.


  I move my hands down her back to the hemline of her bikini bottoms. Slipping my hands under the fabric, I grab two handfuls of her ass.


  “Oh God,” she moans. I encourage her hips to continue to pump against my cock as she moans and groans into my ear.


  So responsive, and I’m damn glad I waited until we had more privacy; I don’t want anyone else to hear the sweet sounds coming out of this beautiful woman.


  Moving her hips a little faster now, her center rubbing up and down my length, she leans her torso back, exposing her barely covered breasts to me.


  I take advantage.


  Leaning forward, I press my mouth along her skin, following the swell of her breasts. Her nipples hard as pebbles, I bring my mouth down, nibbling on her nipple through her bathing suit fabric.


  “Oh, Griffin, yes.” Her hips slow down and start making long, languid circles as I pull and tug on her nipple, the fabric starting to annoy me. She notices and grins. “Just take it off.”


  She doesn’t have to tell me twice. I reach up, undo the tie of her top, and toss it on the rock behind me. I bring my eyes back to her breasts, and fuck, they’re beautifulfull, with dark nipples puckered and ready for my mouth.


  I keep one hand on her ass, helping her dry hump me, while the other hand cups one of her breasts and brings it to my mouth. I suck, and she lets out a long, throaty moan.


  I nibble, and she thrusts on me harder.


  I pull, and she sighs in my arms.


  She lets me play with her tits for what seems like forever, and I soak in every second of it, loving the way she grinds her hips into mine whenever I flick my tongue over the hardened nubs.


  And I get lost.


  Lost in the feel of her breasts against my mouth, full and soft. Lost in the feel of her hands threading through my hair, explorative and rough. And lost in the motion of her hips, greedy and hot.


  Hands wandering, her lips on my neck, my mouth on her breasts, our breathing syncs up, hot and heavy.


  Erratic.


  Her thighs tighten, her moans growing in intensity, her hands threading dangerously through my hair.


  And then her head tilts back, exposing her beautiful neck, as the sweetest sound falls from her lips.


  “Yes . . . God, yes, Griffin. I’m coming.”


  Never in my life would I have ever imagined Ren as one to announce when she comes, but fuck if it’s not the absolute hottest thing I’ve ever heard.


  Her hips fly rapidly up and down my length, relentless, riding out her orgasm, sending a wave of pleasure straight to the base of my spine and the pit of my stomach.


  Fuck, I’m right there with her as I lean my forehead against her shoulder, grip her ass with both hands, and grind her hard against my aching cock, moving her up and down until my balls tighten and my dick pulses against her, my orgasm ripping through me.


  “Fuck,” I grunt, eyes shut, still grinding as wave after wave of pleasure shoots through my body.


  I take a few deep breaths, letting my orgasm fade while I come back down to reality, where Ren sits topless on my lap, a look of ecstasy across her features.


  She smiles wickedly. “Your O face is really hot, Griffin.”


  “What?” I chuckle, keeping my hands on her ass and bringing her close to my body, wanting to feel the press of her breasts against my bare chest, her nipples rubbing against my slicked and heated skin.


  “When you orgasm, the look on your face is super hot. Instead of being one of those guys who drop their mouths open and roll their eyes, you actually look sinister when you come. It’s really sexy.”


  “Well, I can return the compliment, because watching you fall apart like that, hell, makes me want to go home early.” I press kisses along her neck, loving the taste of her skin.


  “We should.”


  “What?” I lift my head to see if she’s serious.


  She shifts against my cock again, making it twitch. “We should make up an excuse to go home early.” She plays with the short strands at the nape of my neck. “Unless you were kidding; then I’m all for staying another night. But if you were serious, I’m ready to come up with some excuse so you can drive us back to my place and I can sink down on you.” Her voice gets quieter the dirtier she talks.


  I swallow hard. “Sink down on me?” Never thought I would hear that from Ren either. She’s full of surprises today.


  I guess I’m full of them as well. Two years ago, I never thought I would see myself in this position, a topless woman in my arms who I care about immensely. But here I am, holding on to Ren as if she’s my lifeline, never wanting to let go, and even though it’s slightly terrifying, taking this huge leap in faith that everything is going to be okay, I don’t think I would change my decision.


  I like her, damn it, and being with her makes me fucking happy.


  She nods, her forehead pressed against mine now. “This isn’t enough for me, Griffin. It will tide me over, but not for long. I’ve wanted you for a while, and now that I have you, I want all of you.”


  “I want all of you too.” I press a quick kiss across her lips. “Think you can come up with a good excuse?”


  She nods. “But the deal is, if I take the brunt of the blame, you drive straight back to my placeno pit stops.”


  “You sound just as desperate as I am.”


  “Because I am.” She cups my face. “I feel like I’ve been trying to get you to look at me like this for so long, Griffin. I don’t want to lose another minute without knowing what it’s like for you to fully claim me as yours.”


  “Jesus,” I breathe out. “Then let’s get the hell out of here, because if you keep saying shit like that, I’m not going to last long.”
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  “I feel really bad. I’m so sorry, you guys.” Ren is talking to Beck and Rylee through the rolled-down window of my truck. Reid and Brig both stand behind them, arms crossed, shaking their heads. They’re not buying Ren’s excuse for a second, but it’s cute that she’s trying.


  “Don’t even worry about it. You need to make a good impression on the principal. Go on. Griffin will get you back safely.”


  “Thanks, you guys.” Ren gives them a quick wave right before she rolls the window back up, and I pull away from the campsite.


  Once we’re out of sight, Ren scoots to the center seat, buckles in, and rests her head against my shoulder as I pull out onto the country road that leads back to Port Snow.


  “Do you really have to turn in your teaching plans tomorrow?”


  She shakes her head. “Nope, they were due last week, but good excuse, right?”


  “Scary good. Should I be worried?”


  “Maybe a little.” She rests her hand on my thigh, and it does nothing to tamp down my desire for this woman. “Are you upset that we’re leaving early? I know it was the last camping trip of the season.”


  I chuckle and wrap my arm around her shoulders, bringing her in closer as I steer down the road. “Yeah, not upset at all.” Borderline terrified to take this step forward with her, but upset? No. “There’s no way I can be upset about going home with you.”


  “You realize you say things like that, and it sets off a wave of nerves in my stomach.”


  “Nerves?” She’s nervous too?


  “Yeah.” She snuggles in close. “You’re Griffin Knightly, this untouchable man with a beautiful heart and a drop-dead-sexy body. It’s hard for me to imagine that the guy who pulled me out of my wrecked car is actually holding me right now.”


  “I could say the same thing about you. You know that, right? If you gave Jake or Tracker or Oliver or even my brothers the time of day, they would be all over you.”


  “Are you telling me I have options?” she jokes. “Well, if that’s the case, I think I’m going to have to take a rain check on our little get-together.”


  “In your dreamsyou’re mine now.” I kiss the side of her head and savor the moment: Ren Winters pressed into my side, her hand on my thigh, her words hanging heavy over me.


  This untouchable man . . .


  Everything about that little sentence sets off a storm of anxiety. Untouchable. I’ve been untouchable for so long, to the point that Ren was the first woman to look at me with interest in over a year.


  And yes, I miss Claire, so goddamn much, but I know she would want me to move on. She always wanted me to be happy, not to live like a hermit in our house, never experiencing love again.


  But I swore I would never love again, that I wouldn’t subject another woman to the dark cloud I’ve been living under ever since our trip to New Orleans. My mom tried to tell me it was a coincidence, but I don’t believe it for a second.


  So as I hold Ren close, finally letting myself feel for the first time in two years, I hope like hell it won’t come back to bite me in the ass. If anything happens to Ren, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.


  “I’ve been thinking about something.”


  “What’s that?” I ask, grateful for the reprieve from the thoughts swirling around in my head.


  “You know how you said your family has been making it their mission to throw us together every chance they get?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Is that why Brig invited me to his wine-and-cheese event, because he knew you’d be there? And is that why when I ran into Jen the other day, she told me Jake’s Cakes was having a lunch special? Because she knew you and Rogan were going to be there? Or when I was getting tools at the general store to build my chairs, I ran into Reid, and he told me to mention the chairs to you? He said you just love Adirondack chairs, but I’m suspecting he had other intentions.”


  Christ. I had no idea there was that much meddling.


  “And hey, is that why my car hasn’t been fixed yet? Because every time I ask about it, Brig says he’s waiting on a part and to catch a ride with you. He insists you don’t mind driving me around.”


  I could kill them all.


  I work my jaw back and forth before answering. “Unfortunately, yes. That’s what they were trying to do. Get us together every chance they could.”


  “I guess it worked, didn’t it?” She smiles up at me.


  “Nah, I think we made it happen on our own. I would hate to give them any credit.”


  “But let me ask you this: If they hadn’t pushed so much, would you have ever made a move?”


  I drag my hand over my mouth. “Honestly? Probably not, and it would have been pure torture. I would have been a cranky, moody son of a bitch no one would want to be around.”


  “So why deny yourself when you could have easily had me? Seriously, Griffin, if you’d asked me out on a date day one, I would have said yes so fast.”


  I chew on my answer, trying not to let the black magic lurking in my past taint this perfect day. “I’m cautious. I lost my wife suddenly and can’t fathom something happening to you as well.” She rewards me with a soft cuddle, a reassuring squeeze, letting me know everything is going to be okay.


  Nothing is going to happen. It can’t. Just like Rogan said a while back. I already lost a love. The curse fulfilled its promise. I can’t possibly still be cursed, right?


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  GRIFFIN


  The Port Snow welcome sign comes into view, and as I pull onto Main Street, the nerves that have been simmering in my stomach reach a full boil.


  When we left the campsite, there was one thing on my mind: making Ren mine.


  It’s what she wants.


  It’s what I want.


  It’s fucking necessary at this point from all the pent-up sexual tension between us.


  But I also want to make sure Ren is ready for this, that she still wants me as badly as she did when we were in the pond.


  “Did you want me to drop you off at your place so you can get settled in? I can meet up with you later.”


  She lifts her head from my shoulder, confusion in her brow. “Uh . . . is that what you want?”


  No.


  “I just want to make sure you’re not regretting anything.”


  “Griffin. There is no way”


  I slam on my brakes and brace my arm over Ren to stop her from flying forward; Rogan is flagging me down on the side of the street. I roll down the passenger-side window just as he steps up to it.


  “Dude, what the hell?”


  “Mom and Dad need help at the shop. Someone called in sick, and they’re drowning. I have a meeting in ten minutesthink you can help them out?”


  No.


  No, I can’t fucking help them out. I’m supposed to take Ren back to her place and spend the rest of the goddamn day in bed with her, not working at the Lobster Landing.


  “You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important,” Rogan says.


  I groan and drag my hand over my face, relenting. “Fuck. Fine. Give me a few minutes to drop off Ren, and then I’ll be right there.”


  “Thanks.” Rogan looks between the two of us, spots Ren’s hand on my thigh, and smiles. “Did something happen in the woods?”


  “Fuck off.” I roll up the window and pull back onto the street, headed straight for our road, steam billowing out of me.


  Of course the one time I come home early from a camping trip, my family needs me. We’re silent for a few moments, the drive short from Main Street, and when I pull up to Ren’s house, I let out a heavy sigh. “Fuck, I’m sorry, Ren.”


  “It’s okay, Griffin. I totally understand.” She pats my leg, presses a chaste kiss to my cheek, and then hops out of my truck and goes to pull her duffel bag from the back.


  I quickly exit the truck and help her, taking her bag in one hand and her hand in the other. I lead her down the pathway to her house and stop when we reach the front door. I set her bag on the ground and turn toward her, pulling her into my arms and resting my chin on the top of her head.


  I let out a long sigh of disappointment.


  “Fuck, I don’t want to leave.”


  “I don’t want you to leave, either, but you know if you don’t go help your parents, you’re going to be worrying about them the whole time.”


  “Why do you know me so well?”


  “Because I pay attention.” She squeezes me tight and then stands on her toes to press a gentle kiss to my jaw. She releases me and holds out her hand. “Give me your phone.”


  I quirk a brow at her.


  She smiles. “So I can give you my number. I think it’s about time you have it, don’t you?”


  “It is.” I reach into my back pocket, unlock my phone, and hand it to her.


  She fiddles around with it and then holds the phone up and takes a selfie. She taps the screen a few more times and then hands it back to me. “There, now you have my number and a picture on my contact so you don’t forget what I look like.”


  I let out a low chuckle. “Don’t think I’m going to forget what you look like, but thank you.”


  “And I sent myself a text, so I have your number now.” She grins. “Now I can send you all types of naughty things.”


  “Naughty things?”


  She shrugs. “Who knows? I might send you a naked selfie.”


  “Really?”


  Immediately she shakes her head, the freaking tease. “No.” She laughs. “But that was fun to pretend, wasn’t it?”


  “Not even in the slightest.”


  Smiling, she rises up on her toes, her mouth meeting mine, and she gently kisses me before pulling away more quickly than I wanted. “Text me later, okay?”


  I tip her chin up. “Text you later.”
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  “Oh, Griffin, thank you for coming in.” My mom pulls me into a hug, my body stiffnot in a good wayand irritation rolling off me. “When Reid checked in earlier to see how we were doing, I thought it was odd, but then he said you were coming home early and could help out.”


  That motherfucker!


  I should have fucking known.


  And Rogan got roped into it as well?


  Jen’s eyes meet mine from behind the counter, and she snorts. In front of a customer, she freaking snorts and then fixes her eyes on the person in front of her.


  I am going to kill every single one of my siblings for this prank.


  Straight-up murder.


  “Reid just offered my help like that?” I ask through my teeth, my anger starting to take root.


  My mom nods and waves at a customer before turning back to me. “Yes, said you had to head home to drop someone off. Told me you were going to check in anyway. Why, was that not the case?”


  Do I tell her the truth? Do I get her hopes up and tell her that I was actually going to spend the rest of the day with Ren, a woman my mom has told me she likes, and not so subtly? Telling her would surely free me up for the afternoon, but she’d also freak out and want to know all the details. Plus, she’d be on her phone in minutes, spreading the word through the family that I’m seeing someone.


  No, I’m not ready for that yet, not ready to get my family even more involved in my love life. Or to subject Ren to their crazy.


  So instead, I just nod. “Yeah, I was going to drop by. Let me go to the back and look over some stuff, and then I’ll be out. Okay?”


  “Sounds good. Thanks for coming in!” She pats my cheek. “Such a good boy.”


  Yeah, always the good boy, the one helping out others, the one saving others, the dependable Griffin Knightly.


  For once, it would have been nice to do something selfish, something for me.


  Sighing, I walk to the kitchen and lean against the counter. I pull out my phone and see the text Ren sent for the first time, and I inwardly groan.


  Ren: You have the sexiest biceps ever.


  I scratch the back of my neck, wishing that instead of looking at the little selfie she took, I were staring into her deep-green eyes in person.


  I send her a quick text back.


  Griffin: You have the sexiest pair of tits ever.


  I smile to myself and then pull up the group text I have with my siblings, the one we keep Mom and Dad out ofmainly to protect their peace of mind.


  Griffin: You’re all a bunch of assholes. Just remember payback is a bitch. You won’t know when it’s coming, but when it does, you’re going to regret ever fucking with me.


  The responses are instant, every single one of them besides Jen probably waiting to hear from me.


  Rogan: It was Reid’s idea.


  Brig: Totally Reid’s idea.


  Reid: Way to stick together.


  Rogan: You’re the one who sent us a cock blocker GIF. You knew your intentions.


  Reid: And you’re the one who laughed and asked what you could do to help.


  Brig: Can I add that I felt bad? The man needs sex.


  Griffin: You’re all dead to me.


  Rogan: They were snuggled up in the truck together. Her hand was on his thigh.


  Reid: Oh shit! Thigh action!


  Brig: So close to the penis! Did she touch it yet?


  Reid: Yeah, did she touch it?


  Rogan: ^^ Did she?


  Griffin: Stop referring to my penis as “it.”


  Reid: But did she?


  Brig: You don’t have to give details, just an outline of what happened.


  Griffin: Over my dead body.


  Reid: I think that’s a yes, boysand girl.


  Rogan: Nah, I don’t think she touched it. Griff still had some tension in his shoulders when I saw them. If she touched it, he would have been a little looser.


  Griffin: I was tense because you came running up to me needing my help when I had other plans.


  Brig: What were those other plans again?


  Reid: Boning?


  Brig: Don’t fucking say boning. Be a gentleman for fuck’s sake. Were you going to make love?


  Reid: They can’t make love unless they’re in love.


  Rogan: ^^True.


  Brig: Are you guys in love?


  Rogan: Good question.


  Reid: Excellent question. Are you?


  Griffin: No. Christ, what is wrong with you guys?


  Brig: It was a valid question. You’re so closed off. We can’t read your mind, Griff.


  Reid: But you were going to have sex, weren’t you?


  Rogan: Just answer the question and we’ll leave you alone.


  Griffin: Are you drunk, Rogue? When have you ever been interested in this shit?


  Rogan: Just want to see my big brother happy.


  Brig: Awww.


  Reid: I think I might cry.


  Griffin: Fuck off, all of you.


  Brig: Just answer the question.


  Griffin: Fine, yes, we were going home to get away from you nitwits so we could have some fucking privacy. So thanks for ruining that.


  Reid: *Baby laughing and falling over GIF*


  Rogan: *Shaquille O’Neal shimmy GIF*


  Brig: *Eighties aerobic teachers humping air GIF*


  Jen: *Dawson’s Creek crying poor baby GIF*


  Grinding my teeth together, I pocket my phone and let out a deep sigh. Just chalk up today as another day I wish I were an only child.


  God, how I wish I were an only child right about now.
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  “Thanks again, honey. We really appreciate you coming in today and staying late to help with the books.”


  “Yup,” I say, a little terser than I would have preferred, but fuck, I’m not only hard up and tired, but I’m at my breaking point. I spent the afternoon and evening running around being the bitch boy, restocking, taking out the trash, and cleaning every last surface because my dad thinks making a mess is okay when he’s working.


  It’s not.


  Health-code violations and all that bullshit, so basically I was following closely behind him with a dustpan, cleaning up every last crumb he dropped on the floor.


  I’m fried. All I want is to go to Ren’s house and spend the night in her bed.


  “Dad went home to make some chili. Want to head on over to the house and have a bowl with us?”


  I lean down and give my mom a hug and a peck on the cheek. “I’m actually going to head home. I’m beat.”


  “But you’re going to eat dinner?”


  I nod. “Yeah, maybe I’ll have Bart deliver me something.”


  “Bart gave himself the upper hand when he added Uber Eats to his résumé. Wallace bitches and complains but does nothing about it. He should take a page from Bart’s book.”


  Ahh, small-town life.


  “He’s stubborn, Mom. I wouldn’t count on it.” I step toward the door and give her a wave. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Love you, Mom.”


  “Love you, Griffin.”


  Once I’m out of the shop, I quickly pull out my phone and shoot Ren a text.


  Griffin: On my way.


  My phone buzzes back right away.


  Ren: Thank God. I thought you weren’t going to come over. That maybe you forgot.


  Griffin: Believe me, there was no forgetting. That was the longest four hours of my life.


  Ren: Mine too. I can’t wait to see your handsome face.


  Griffin: I’m staying over. Just making that known right now.


  Ren: I expect nothing less. As long as I get three hours of sleep, I’m good. Classes start Wednesday, so I don’t have to be fully functioning.


  Griffin: Just what I need to hear. Be there in five.
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  The door flies open, and Ren is standing on the other side, a huge smile on her face, wearing a tank topno braand a pair of short pink cotton shorts.


  I charge into her house and slam the door shut right before she flings herself into my arms. I catch her with ease, spin her around, and press her against the hard wood of the door. Her legs wrap around my waist, and our mouths collide in a frenzy.


  There is nothing coordinated about our kiss. It’s raw, needy, and half-sloppy with the way our tongues keep darting in and out of our mouths, both our hands grasping at each other’s hair.


  “God, I needed this so bad,” I say, working my way down to her neck, where I start to lightly suck and lick my way up and down.


  Her hands clasp my head, keeping me in place as her hips move against my already hardening length. One look at her in that tank top, nipples puckered, and I’m a goner.


  “We need to move this to the bedroom, Griffin. I’m not going to be able to wait much longer.”


  “Just give me a second to explore,” I mutter as I move the hem of her shirt up her body until I reach her breasts.


  My hand rests right below them, her soft skin bouncing over it as she wiggles against me, seeking relief. “Touch me,” she whispers.


  I don’t need to be asked twice. I lift her tank top up and over her head and let it fall to the ground. I groan when she thrusts one of her breasts into my hand and moans when I gently squeeze it.


  “Seriously, Ren, your tits are so goddamn sexy. These nipples, so hard.” I flick at one, and her head lolls to the side, pleasure striking her. I flick the other, and she moans, her mouth parting. I continue to move between her two breasts, sucking, plucking, pinching, squeezing.


  “Pants off. Forget the bedroom. I want you now.” She reaches between us and goes to grab my shirt just as there is a strong knock on her door. Holy fuck.


  Ren grips me tightly and squeals.


  “Honey, is everything okay?”


  Ren’s head whips up to mine, eyes wide, pure fear in the dark of her pupils. “Holy shit, that’s my mom,” she whispers.


  “Your mom?” I whisper-shout. “Christ.” I set Ren down, quickly pick up her tank top, and hand it over to her. She puts it on and starts to smooth out her hair as she looks down at my crotch.


  “You have to do something about that. My mom can’t see how big your penis is.”


  I look down and try to adjust myself, but there is no hope; I’m a turned-on motherfucker. “Why is your mom here?” I ask frantically, wishing my state of arousal would calm down.


  “Ren, are you okay? Do I need to call an ambulance?”


  “Oh God, I have no . . .” And then realization hits her. “They must have driven out here with the rest of my stuff to surprise me. They weren’t supposed to come until next month.”


  “They?”


  “My mom and dad.”


  “Fuck, okay, I’m going to go out the back. I can’t meet your parents like this.” I glance down at my still-rock-hard crotch.


  “You’re going home?” She looks sad.


  Knock, knock. “Ren? Open up.”


  “Be right there,” Ren shouts and then turns her gaze back to my crotch.


  “I can’t stay here.”


  She bites her bottom lip, her expression completely devastated.


  I quickly pull her into a hug and kiss the top of her head. “Text me later.”


  And with that, I head out the back of her house and wait a few minutes, trying to calm down, before painfully making my way to my house, my dick rubbing against the zipper of my jeans with every step I take.


  Ren’s parents couldn’t have had worse timing.


  No, scratch thatthey could have had way worse timing. I guess I should be happy they showed up when they did; any later, and we would have been the ones knocking on the door.


  I drag my hand over my face. Hell, I need a shower, a fucking long shower.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  REN


  “Oh, this is just the cutest little place, Ren.” My mom sips the tea I made for her as my dad silently takes in the house, most likely assessing its framing and structure.


  “Thank you. I really like it. I open my window at night to hear the ocean waves crash into the rocks. It’s really soothing. I’ve had some of my best sleeps here.”


  “And everyone in town, they’re being nice?”


  I nod. “Yup. I’ve made a few friends. Actually, I went camping with some of them yesterday. Good thing you didn’t arrive earlier, huh?” I nervously laugh, thankful I put a bra on before I answered the door.


  “Oh, I wanted to, but your dad was such a sightseer the entire trip. He kept wanting to stop and take pictures in front of every state sign.”


  “It’s called making memories,” my dad grumbles, his mustache waggling.


  Funnily enough, though he might not look like it with his gruff exterior and dark cowboy hat, my dad is a real softy at heart.


  “Yes, making memories. We had a great time doing that, but the end goal was my girl, and I couldn’t wait to see her.” My mom leans over and squeezes my hand.


  Even though their timing was terrible, I’m still happy that they’re here.


  “So what have you been up to?” My mom leans closer. “Have you hung out with that guy you were talking about? What was his name? Griffiths?”


  “Griffin, Mom.”


  “Ah, yes, Griffin. Have you been hanging out with him some more?”


  If only she knew what she almost walked in on. Which reminds me: I should check on Griffin to make sure he got home okay.


  I hold up my finger and say, “Give me one second, Mom; you reminded me of something.”


  I send off a quick text to Griffin.


  Ren: Did you get home okay? Did anyone see what you were . . . carrying in your pants?


  Smiling, I turn back to my mom, who has a knowing look on her face.


  Busted.


  “Sorry about that.”


  “Mm-hmm.” She nods and folds her arms across her chest. “Now, about this Griffin guy.”


  “Yes, tell us about him,” my dad chimes in, not prodding like my mom, just genuinely interested.


  “Well, he’s a volunteer firefighter, he works at his family’s tourist shop, and he heads up all of these different committees around town. He’s a really good guy, with a kind heart, and handsome.” I blush at the last words.


  “Oh, handsome, did you hear that, Harry? Griffin is handsome.”


  “He’s also a volunteer fireman. That’s a kind of skill that comes in handy,” I point out quickly.


  “So are you guys seeing each other?”


  Good question. I think we are. I mean, we didn’t officially label our relationship, but after everything that’s transpired over the last forty-eight hours, I’m going to say yes? At least that’s what I would like when it comes to us.


  My phone buzzes in my hand, and I casually read his text, keeping my mom waiting with bated breath for my answer.


  Griffin: It was a painful walk, but I made it. Please tell me your parents are gone already. If they’re staying with you tonight, I might lose my damn mind.


  I inwardly cringe, knowing full well my parents won’t be staying in a hotel or bed-and-breakfast.


  I type back quickly.


  Ren: Don’t hate me . . .


  “Is that him?” my mom asks, trying to catch a look at my phone screen.


  I nod. “It is. We had plans tonight, and I’m just letting him know you guys are in town, so we’re going to have to schedule for another day.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. He can still come over; maybe we can meet him.”


  “No,” I answer all too quickly. “I mean. I don’t think he’s ready for that, you know.”


  My mom pauses and grows more serious. “Not ready to meet your parents? So how serious are you with this man? Is he just stringing you along, or is he truly interested in you?”


  “He’s not stringing me along, Mom. He’s a very good man.” He’s so good that he’s tried to make sure he’s in the right headspace before pursuing anything with me. Knowing my mom is going to need some reassurancemay I remind you of her helicopter tendencies?I continue, “He lost his wife two years ago to a sudden, unforeseen heart attack. It rocked him, and I think he’s just taking his time. He said I’m the first woman he’s been interested in pursuing since her passing.”


  “Oh dear.” My mom clutches her teacup tightly. “That is so terrible. I can’t imagine the type of pain he must have gone through.”


  “Yeah. I’ve heard from people around town that he’s been very closed off.”


  “And you’ve been able to get through that wall of his? I hope you’ve been gentle.”


  “I have.” I sink down in the couch and look up toward the ceiling. “I really like him, like, more than I’ve ever liked anyone. When I found out about his wife, I told myself I would be patient, and I have been. I’ll keep being patienthe’s worth the wait.”


  My mom shakes my dad’s arm, excitement pouring out of her. “Did you hear that, dear? He’s worth the wait. Oh, what a sweet thing to say. Do you think we can meet him while we’re here?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t want to bombard him. We just officially started to, you know, date.” Not sure that’s accurate, but we’ll go with it. “How long are you here?”


  “We leave early Wednesday morning. We would have had more time, but like I said, your dad was busy creating new memories on the way here.”


  “Wednesday morning? Well, I have half days at work Monday and Tuesday, and then we start full time on Wednesday with the kids. I guess we will have to do some quick sightseeing, huh?”


  “Yes, and maybe we can sightsee your Griffin from afar.”


  Your Griffin.


  I don’t think my mom meant for it to sound as intimate as it did, but I can’t help but get giddy over the thought of Griffin being mine. He’s been lukewarm with me for so long, and now that he’s finally giving himself over, I just hope I can keep him. This man has consumed me more than I thought possible.


  I don’t just like him.


  I think I might be falling for him.
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  Once my parents are finally tucked away in the guest bedroom, exhausted from their road trip, I lie in my bed and turn to my side to find a few unanswered texts from Griffin. I can’t think of a better way to end my night than talking to Griffin.


  I pull up our text thread and read through it.


  Griffin: Hate you? Why would I hate you?


  Griffin: How long are your parents going to be here?


  Griffin: Fuck, I seriously might not make it if I don’t get to take you out on a date soon, only to take advantage of you afterward.


  Griffin: I’m serious about the date, though.


  Griffin: Call me when your parents go to sleep. I at least want to hear your voice before I go to bed.


  God, this man.


  I check to make sure I closed my door and then call him, snuggling into my pillow to get comfortable.


  He answers on the first ring. “Hey, you.”


  “Hi,” I sigh like a lovestruck teenager. “I’m so sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry. You had no idea your parents were about to knock on your door when I was seconds from fucking you against the aforementioned door.”


  I laugh into the phone, trying to keep my voice down. “Is that where we were headed?”


  “Yeah, it was headed right for door sex, and I have no shame admitting it.”


  “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Always.”


  “When you got home, did you take care of yourself?”


  He doesn’t even skip a beat. “Hell yeah. There was no way I could function without taking care of myself.”


  “Did you think of me?” I chew on my fingernail, feeling more risqué than normal. I’ve never talked like this with a man, but when I hear a low groan come from Griffin, I know he likes it.


  “The entire fucking time. Hell, Ren, I still can’t get the feel of you in my arms out of my head.”


  “I can’t seem to shake you either. Talk about awkward. I was still turned on while giving my parents a tour of my house. My mom kept asking if I was okay.”


  He chuckles. “No she didn’t.”


  “Yes, my face was all flushed, and I kept stumbling over my words. Pretty sure she thought I was having some kind of episode.”


  “Did you tell her it was because you were minutes from orgasming?”


  “Kind of skipped that minor detail. I told her I’d been working out.”


  “That’s another way to put it.” I can hear the cockiness in his voice, sexy and smooth. “So you never answered mehow long are they here? And from the sound of it, they’re staying with you?”


  “Yeah, they’re staying with me. They’re sleeping down the hall right now.”


  “So no climbing through your window for a midnight make-out session, huh?”


  “Probably not the best idea.” I sigh. “They’re here until Wednesday morning.”


  “Wednesday morning, huh? So three days. Okay, I think I can wait that long to take you out on a date. How about Wednesday we go out? We can celebrate our privacy and the new school year.”


  “You really want to take me out? Aren’t you nervous about what the town might say?”


  “Nope.”


  “Really?”


  “Really, Ren,” he reassures me. “I’m ready for this, and I’m not going to hide you. Hell, I want to show you off, let everyone know you’re off limits.”


  I smile at that, wishing he were here, arms wrapped around me from behind, so I could lean back and place a soft kiss against his lips.


  “So does that mean we’re dating?”


  “Yeah, it does. And I date exclusively.” His voice grows serious, and I laugh. “What’s so funny?”


  “It’s justyou’re such a kindhearted guy, always helping out everyone around you. It’s so different to hear you act all alpha male. I never would have guessed you have that kind of attitude when it comes to women.”


  “Only the women I plan on keeping to myself.”


  “Well . . . it’s hot.”


  “Yeah? You like it when I go all alpha on you?”


  “I do. Is that weird?” I bite my bottom lip, surprised at myself. I never thought I would be a woman who enjoyed an overprotective man to watch over her, but with Griffin, it feels so right, like he was meant to protect me.


  “Not weird to me.”


  “Good.” I smile into the phone. “So I might have mentioned you to my mom a few weeks ago.”


  “You did?” He sounds genuinely shocked. “What did you tell her?”


  I can feel my face flame. I shouldn’t be embarrassed about this. Griffin knows I like himthat’s obviousbut it’s still revealing, still intimate.


  “I told her there was this guy in Port Snow that I liked. I told her what a good guy you are and how I was nervous you just saw me as a friend and nothing more.”


  “That couldn’t have been further from the truth, Ren. I befriended you because I wanted so much more but was nervous to take that step forward with you.”


  “What made you take it?”


  “The inability to hold back any longer. You got to me, Ren. You got past my defenses, and I couldn’t get you out of my head, no matter how hard I tried.”


  My throat closes up on me, his voice soft and sincere, sending my emotions into a tailspin. I can’t stand not seeing him right now, not being able to hold him, kiss him, thank him for his beautiful words.


  “Griffin. I . . . I . . .”


  “You need me?”


  “Yes,” I breathe out. “Meet me at the beach, please?”


  “Five minutes. I’ll bring a blanket. See you in a few, beautiful.”


  I hang up and hop out of my bed, trying to be as quiet as possible. The last thing I need is for my parents to wake up and Helicopter Mom to follow me outside to the beach.


  [image: fleuron]


  Loose gravel crunches, and I turn to find Griffin walking down the moonlit beach toward me, a huge smile on his face, a flashlight and a blanket in hand. When he reaches me, he wraps one arm around my waist and brings me in close to his body. He presses a deep kiss against my lips, lifting me onto my toes. I grip the back of his neck for support and arch my back to get a better angle on our kiss.


  Slowly he pulls away and presses a kiss against my forehead before spreading the blanket on the sand.


  Because of the cooler air rolling in at night, I changed into a pair of gray yoga pants and a light-green thermal shirt. I’m glad I didthe wind whipping off the ocean is colder than I expected.


  Griffin sits down and pulls me with him. “Your parents have terrible timing.”


  “The worst ever.”


  Not satisfied with sitting side by side, Griffin guides me between his legs so my back is against his chest, his long legs on either side of me. I’m not the only one who made an outfit change. Griffin is in a pair of black athletic pants and a long-sleeved henley.


  He snakes his arms around my shoulders and presses the side of his head against mine as we look out toward the ocean, an electric energy igniting once again between us.


  “Thank you for meeting me down here,” I finally say after a few minutes of comfortable silence. “I needed to see you, kiss you, after what you said.”


  His lips find my cheek. “It was all true,” he murmurs. “You’ve done something to me, Ren, something I can’t quite explain, but what I do know is I was meant to find you stuck between those two trees and drag you out of your car.”


  “I think so too.” I kiss his forearm and then lean my head back against his shoulder. “My mom wants to meet you.”


  “Oh yeah? You spoke that highly of me, did ya?”


  I playfully elbow him. “Don’t get cocky. She’s really involved in my life, too involved, really, and when I started talking about you”


  “Which is really fucking cute, by the way. What did you tell her?”


  I blush. “That I thought you were handsome.”


  “You did?” His five-o’clock shadow dances across my cheek, a sensual whisper over my skin, sending goose bumps down my body.


  “Mm-hmm.” He kisses my neck, and I lean to the side to give him better access.


  “What else did you say?”


  “That you’re a gentleman and so kind. That you were my first friend in Port Snow.”


  He pauses and turns my head so I’m looking him in the eyes. “Is that true? I was your first friend?” I nod. “Huh. I like that. I actually really like that.”


  “Who knew weeks later I would be the one who got through that wall of yours?”


  “Ren, you went through it the first day I met you, when you started talking about a suicidal moose.”


  I chuckle. “I just don’t understand why it wanted to die . . .”


  “It was a daredevil; all moose are.” He squeezes me tighter. “So your mom wants to meet me. Are you going to let her?”


  “I don’t know.” I chew on the inside of my cheek.


  “Ashamed?” His voice is playful.


  “Yup, you got me. Totally ashamed of dating a sexy volunteer firefighter who rescued me from a smoking car and carried me up a hill without even working up a sweat.”


  “The car wasn’t smoking,” he deadpans.


  “Felt like an inferno.”


  The rumble of his chest behind me is another turn-on.


  “Why don’t you bring your parents by the Lobster Landing tomorrow? You can introduce me, and maybe we can catch dinner over at Snowmageddon.”


  I pull away, getting a good look at him. “You want to have dinner with my parents?”


  “Why not?”


  “Uh, because my mom is going to berate you and ask you a million questions.”


  “That’s fine. I’ll answer them.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I want this relationship to last longer than two days. Believe me, you’re going to want to stay away. Just lay low, and I will see you on Wednesday for our date.”


  “Ren, I want to meet your parents, and I don’t think I can just lay low. I couldn’t make it a few hours without wanting to run over to your house, break down your door, and take you up to your room. At least let me spend some time with you while they’re here.”


  I turn back toward the ocean, considering the possibility of them meeting. I love my mom and dad dearly, but my mom is a loose cannon. You never know what might come out of her mouth. Am I willing to take that risk?


  “She talks a lot,” I blurt out. “My mom, she has verbal diarrhea a lot of the time. I don’t want her to say anything that might embarrass you or me.”


  “Ren.” He laughs and pulls me in close to his chest. “Are you forgetting who my family is? They’re the definition of embarrassing. She isn’t going to say anything that will change my mind about you. You’re special, and nothing can take that away.”


  I turn in his arms and face him, my hands to his shoulders, his gripping my hips, fingers pressing into my skin. “Why do you always know the right thing to say?”


  “I only speak the truth.” He brushes my hair behind my ear, his eyes searching mine.


  With the ocean crashing behind us and the peaceful night air spurring on the mood, I straddle his lap before taking his head in my hands and bringing his mouth down to mine.


  It’s slow at first, as I savor his gentle lips and the way he seductively kisses with just his mouth, no tongue, no hands, just his lips working mine back and forth.


  It’s hypnotic.


  And when his hands move up my back, slipping under my shirt and brushing my bra, an initial wave of arousal washes over me, encouraging me to do the same with my hands. I drag them down his chest, over his rigid body, to the hem of his shirt, where I pull it up and over his head in one swoop. His muscles flex under my touch, his pecs large and thick.


  I run my fingers through his short chest hair, occasionally dragging my thumb over his erect nipples, and with each pass, I can feel him grow harder and harder beneath me, his breath coming in short spurts, his hands becoming greedier.


  Hands moving to the front of my shirt, he lifts it up and over my head, the wind coming off the ocean cooling down the inferno raging through my body.


  With a swipe of his tongue, he’s parting my mouth, and our tongues begin to dance, tangling and coiling together.


  I wrap my arms around his neck and bring him in even closer, our bodies pressing together, the lace of my bra rubbing against his chest.


  And when I press down on his erection, rocking my hips, creating a wonderful friction, he groans in my mouth and gently rolls me down onto the blanket.


  He’s so sweet, so protective, even when there is a crazy amount of passion sparking between us. It’s hard not to fall for a guy who treats you like the most precious thing he’s ever laid eyes on.


  Reaching under me, he unclasps my bra with two fingers in a quick flick, pulling it off me.


  We are on a public beach, neighbors right up the embankment sleeping soundly. Someone could catch us, and yet it doesn’t even cross my mind to cover up or to shy away. I want this, I want him, and if that means taking him on the beach in the middle of the night, I will.


  His hand runs up the side of my body, past my ribs and straight to my breast, where he grips it in his large palm, massaging, squeezing, moving his fingers over my nipple a few times, stroking it with his thumb before pinching it between his fingers.


  I moan, the sound of the ocean drowning out the sound of pleasure shooting through me as a second wave of arousal eclipses me.


  A low throb begins between my legs, my need for Griffin growing stronger.


  “Take your pants off,” I mumble between kisses.


  He pauses and meets my eyes. “Are you sure?”


  I nod. “Very sure. I need you inside me, Griffin.”


  “I don’t have a condom.”


  I shake my head. “I’m on birth control; it’s okay.”


  “Christ,” he mumbles as I start to rotate my hips against his. In one smooth motion, he pulls down his pants and boxer briefs, releasing his erection.


  “Oh God,” I say as I take him inlong, thick, incredibly hard. Wanting to feel him in my palm, I reach out and circle my hand around his girth, eliciting a hiss from between his teeth. I move my hand up and down just a few inches before he stops me, his breathing very heavy, a pained look on his face.


  “Listen, Ren, I’ll be honest. I’m not going to last long. I’m so goddamn hard up right now that any little touch is going to make me want to fall over the edge. So I don’t embarrass myself, I’m going to have to take charge. Can you do that? Give me control?”


  I smile up at him. “I would like nothing more than to give you control.”


  I lie back down and push down my yoga pants and panties, now completely naked next to him.


  He takes a moment to appreciate my body, his eyes traveling over every curve and valley, his hand dragging over his mouth almost in disbelief. It’s such a turn-on that he finds me attractive, that I can have that kind of effect on such a beautiful man.


  “Fuck, Ren. You’re so goddamn gorgeous.” He holds himself over me, stroking my lips with his before traveling down my body, passing over each breast with a flick of his tongue. He continues his pursuit farther down until he’s pressing his hands against my knees and spreading me wide.


  “Griffin, what are you”


  His hot breath strokes my arousal just before his mouth presses against my center, his tongue parting me with one long stroke.


  “Oh fuck,” I say as my eyes shoot open and both my hands fall to my sides, gripping the blanket. Never once has a man gone down on me. Feeling Griffin now has my orgasm building immediately. “Yes, God, yes, Griffin.”


  He runs his tongue along my slit, taking his time, hitting every nerve, until I feel like I’m going to lose my mind, before he shortens his strokes into short flicks right against my clit.


  Up and down.


  Up and down.


  Darts of pleasure shoot up my legs as my stomach bottoms out, and every last inch of me is focused in on this one singular feeling.


  In seconds, my orgasm comes crashing down on me, my voice catching in my throat as I lift up on the blanket, a numbness floating through my body, hitting my legs, my arms, my stomach, my chest, with every last nerve ending shooting off as my clit spasms against his tongue.


  “Griffin,” I mumble, my eyes fluttering closed.


  Blissful, eyes closed, I barely register Griffin moving above me until I feel the head of his cock brush my thigh. I open my eyes to see the strain in his neck as he slowly moves his shaft up and along my soaked valley.


  The unbridled passion is coming off him in waves. He needs release, badly, and there is nothing I want more than to be the woman who gives it to him.


  Spreading my legs farther, I reach between us and bring his cock to my entrance, where, with a thrust of my hips, I encourage him to press forward.


  “Fuck,” he blows out as he inches forward, his girth filling me up. “Deep breaths, Ren, let me in.”


  I press back against the blanket and bring my hands above my head. He clasps them in his and takes deep breaths as he works himself inside of me inch by wonderful inch.


  He peppers kisses along my jaw, my neck, and then back up to my mouth, where our tongues tangle, our mouths molding, and it isn’t until he stops moving that I realize he’s fully inside me.


  I take a few deep breaths. “So full. I’m so full right now.”


  Neck strained, he asks, “Do you think I could move a little?”


  “I need you to move, Griffin. I want you to move. I want to feel you moving in and out of me.”


  “Hell,” he grumbles and starts to move his hips in and out, lightly pumping.


  His mouth separates from mine as he props himself up on his palms, his arms straddling my shoulders, his hips flexing in and out, his attention focused on our connection. It’s incredibly hot to me that he’s so transfixed by what’s happening between us that he has to watch.


  I hold on to him tightly, meeting his slow thrusts with some of my own, clenching around him with each pulse.


  “Christ, Ren. I’m not going to last long. Please tell me you’re right there with me.”


  I lock eyes with him and nod, as I can feel my body gearing up for round two.


  “So tight. So beautiful.”


  He thrusts into me.


  Grips my leg.


  Thrusts.


  Holds down my hip.


  Thrusts.


  Grunts out his pleasure.


  Thrusts twice, harder each time.


  “Fuck, where are you, Ren?”


  “Right there,” I gasp as my pussy contracts around his cock, pulsing and squeezing him tight.


  His pace picks up, pumping harder and harder, hitting me in that perfect spot every time, making me cry out his name into the night as I wrap my arms around his neck, my mouth finding his shoulder, where I bite down, my orgasm overtaking me.


  His hips still, and his grunt is guttural as I feel his orgasm take over, white-hot pleasure tearing through the both of us as we ride out the moment with tiny little thrusts until there is nothing left inside of us.


  We lie there, Griffin on top of me, as we try to catch our breath, all the buildup of our relationship finally coming to a crescendo.


  “Jesus, that wasshit, that was amazing, Ren.” He lifts his head and cups my cheek, gently placing a kiss on my lips.


  “That was everything I imagined it would be.”


  “You imagined us having sex?” He quirks a sexy brow at me.


  “Many times.” I run my fingers over the back of his neck, suddenly shy. “That was the first time a guy has ever gone down on me.”


  “Really?” He’s stunned.


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, it sure as hell won’t be the last.” He kisses me again, this time finding my tongue with his. “Going down on you was just as good for me as it was for you.”


  “You liked it?”


  “Loved it.” He rolls to the side and takes me with him, bringing me to his chest, where I rest my head. “There’s nothing I loved more than watching you fall apart on my tongue. I take great pride in being able to make you come, Ren, and if I can do it with my tongue, then I will. I would ask you if you liked it, but I think the orgasm speaks for itself.”


  “It does,” I chuckle and run my hand between his pecs, lightly playing with his chest hair. “Is it sad we couldn’t wait until Wednesday to do this?”


  “No,” he says with a serious note to his voice. “It just shows the powerful connection between us, and now that I’ve had you, I’m not letting go.”


  And now that I’ve had Griffin, there is no way in hell I’m letting him go either.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  GRIFFIN


  “Did you seriously just walk Mrs. Davenport all the way back to her house, carrying her fudge?” Reid asks from the window he’s washing as I slide behind the counter, taking my place beside Jen.


  “I did.” I busy myself with stacking more fudge boxes.


  “Isn’t that the second old lady you helped get home today? What’s with you?”


  I try to hold back the smile that’s been plastered to my face ever since last night, but I can’t seem to shake it. Fuck, I’m happy.


  Ren makes me happy.


  And for the first time in two years, I finally feel free. Like this solitary life spent hiding behind a curse is finally coming to an end. I think my brothers were right: I paid my penance, and now I get to live again.


  Last night was the start of it all.


  Ren is my new chapter.


  “Nothing’s wrong. It’s not the first time I’ve walked them home.”


  “Yeah, but you did it with this gleeful smile. That’s different. Normally you come back from walking customers home with a chip on your shoulder.”


  True. Even though I do it, I usually at least have something to say about it when I get back.


  “Does this have to do with Ren?” Reid asks. “I heard her parents came into town.”


  What? How would he know that?


  “Where the hell did you hear that from?”


  “Mr. Hopkins from across the street told me this morning. I’d just gotten in from the camping trip and was walking over here when he intercepted me. Said he saw a moving truck and two older people outside of Ren’s house last night. He also said he saw you enter her house and leave out the back door.”


  Christ. I really hope Mr. Hopkins was asleep when I walked past his house with a blanket last night, and when I walked back early in the morningand when I say early, I mean two in the morning.


  After Ren and I had sex, we curled into the blanket and held each other, talking about everything from our childhoods to the crazy people in town. We laughed, we teased each other, and we partook in two more rounds of sex before we decided to make our way back to our respective houses.


  It’s one of the best nights I’ve ever had. So sue me for having a gigantic smile on my face.


  “So do you have something to admit to me?” Reid stands close, staring me down, looking for answers, but I keep my mouth shut, knowing I’ll drive him crazy.


  That’s until Ren walks through the doors of the Lobster Landing wearing a yellow dress that wraps around her waist, her hair loosely hanging over her shoulders in waves. Without a second thought, I’m walking toward her, past a few customers, and straight into her arms. I tip her chin up and gently press a kiss against her lips.


  When I pull away, all I can see is the spark in her eyes and the flash of her smile. “Hey, you.”


  “Hey,” she shyly replies, gripping my sides for support.


  Someone behind her clears their throat, causing me to peel my eyes away and focus on the two people standing directly behind her. A man with a thick mustache and cowboy hat eyes me with suspicion as the woman beside him, who looks like an older version of Ren, gleefully sighs.


  Shit, her parents.


  I was so focused on Ren that I never even saw them.


  Ren spins in my arms and backs up into my chest. I press my hand to her hip and smile at her parents.


  “Mom, Dad, this is Griffin Knightly. Griffin, these are my parents, Gloria and Harry.”


  I lean forward and shake both of their hands. “Mr. and Mrs. Winters, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Would you like to sit down? I can grab a sample plate to share and some drinks.”


  “That would be lovely,” her mom says, and her dad’s eyes light up when he takes in all the fudge and goodies behind me.


  The man seems to have a sweet tooth like his daughter. Thankfully, I can make one hell of a sample plate for him.


  “Right this way.” I take Ren’s hand in mine and ignore the blatant staring from Jen, her mouth hanging open. The sneaky pictures Reid is taking don’t go unnoticed either. I know he’s seconds away from texting pictures to the whole family.


  I get Ren and her parents settled at one of the café tables we have set up and head to the counter, where I start putting together a sample plate of fudge and bakery items, Reid hovering over my shoulder.


  “Got yourself a girlfriend, do ya? Meeting the parents?”


  “Back off, Reid.” I take a piece of each flavor of fudge we have and spread them across a plate.


  “You kissed her in front of everyone.”


  “Well aware of what I did.”


  “But . . . but . . .”


  I stand up straight and turn to face him. “But what?”


  And in that moment, I see a change in Reid. Instead of being the annoying little brother constantly nagging at me, he actually looks pleased, happy. “Dude, you’re living your life. Finally.” He clasps my shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”


  Thankfully we don’t have a lot of customers right now, or else this would be really awkward. I lower my voice. “I couldn’t stay away. I like her too damn much.”


  “And there’s no reason for you to stay away.”


  I bite my bottom lip and stare down at the fudge. “You think I’m good? That she’ll be okay?”


  “Dude, are you seriously worried about that?”


  “Yeah, sort of. It’s in the back of my mind.” I go to the baked goods and start cutting up small portions of scones and cookies for the second sample plate.


  “Do you need help?” Ren asks, coming up behind me, ending all conversation with Reid.


  “I think I’ve”


  “Ren, you finally got this guy to admit to his feelings,” Reid says, nudging me with his elbow. And here I thought Reid had suddenly matured. Guess that was short lived.


  Being the good sport that she is, Ren smiles. “I had to wear him down at some point, right?”


  “It was the camping trip, wasn’t it?”


  She shakes her head. “No, it was the dancing in the street.” Her voice softens, and she leans up and presses a quick kiss against my cheek before taking the fudge plate and making her way back to her parents.


  Fuck, I’m a goner where she’s concerned.


  “Dancing in the street?” Reid asks just as Jen steps up next to us and begins bagging up scones for a customer.


  “Yeah, dancing in the street? What’s that about?” Jen asks, taking her time.


  I finish up my sample plate and set down a pair of tongs. “Nothing you two need to worry about.”


  I’ve started to walk away when Reid asks, “Were you being romantic?”


  I look over my shoulder. “I was being romantic as shit.”
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  “So you’ve lived here your whole life?” Mrs. Winters asks between bites of apricot scone.


  “Yes, ma’am.” I’m sitting next to Ren on her couch, holding her hand, as I answer every single question her parents throw my way. There have been a lot, ranging from my profession and my volunteer workall questions from her dadto my intentions with Ren and what I like most about herquestions from Ren’s mom.


  They’ve been easy questions to answer, not making me think much; I’ve just spoken from the heart.


  The answer that earned me a hand squeeze from Ren, thoughthat was a good moment.


  What’s your favorite thing about Ren?


  Easy: her gentle soul. She has such a beautiful sense of community, wanting to be involved, and not in a negative way but in a way that lifts up everyone. She loves saying yes, and when she gets involved in something, she puts her whole heart into it. It’s a very attractive quality to me, something that caught me right from the start.


  “My parents actually still live in the same house I grew up in,” I say. “They never wanted to take away our childhood home. In the kitchen-pantry doorway, there are still growth charts climbing up the wall for each of us. My mom assigned us different colors so we always knew where each of us stood. She started measuring my sister Jen’s kids in the same doorframe.”


  “Oh, that’s so sweet. Do your parents spend a lot of time at the shop?”


  “Not as much anymore. They’re semiretired. They check in and help out when we need it, but it’s pretty much Jen and I who run everything.”


  “And . . . Reid, is that his name?” I nod. “He helps out too?”


  “For the meantime, until he gets back on his feet.” I don’t go into detail, and thankfully Ren’s parents don’t ask what happened. That’s Reid’s story to tell, not mine.


  “It’s amazing how much you two look alike.”


  “I thought the same thing,” Ren adds. “The first day I was here, I met all four brothers in the span of just a few hours, and I kept thinking I was running into different versions of Griffin.”


  Her mom chuckles and then says, “And you two met . . .”


  “I was the firefighter who rescued her from her car.”


  Mrs. Winters puts down her scone, and Mr. Winters leans forward, a scowl on his face.


  “Rescued her from where?”


  Uh . . .


  I turn to Renher eyes are wide with panic. I know I should cover for what I just said, but nothing is coming to mind. Did she not tell her parents about her moose encounter?


  Shit.


  Of course she wouldn’t want to worry them after her car accident in California, when they already weren’t happy that she’d moved out here.


  Ren’s hand slips from mine.


  “I’m . . . shit,” I mutter close to Ren’s ear. “I’m sorry.”


  “You were in another car accident?” Ren’s mom asks, fury blazing in her eyes. “And you didn’t tell us?”


  “It was the first day, Mom, and it was barely anything. Just a moose jumping out into the road. I avoided it and drove down a ditch, where I got stuck between two trees. I was fine.”


  “Why didn’t you tell us?” Her mom looks like she’s about to cry, and I feel like I should leave.


  “I’ll, uh, give you some space.” When I go to stand, Ren places her hand on my quad, forcing me to stay seated.


  Keeping her attention on her mom, she takes a deep breath. “I didn’t tell you because I knew you would freak out. I wanted to start a new chapter in my life, and I knew if I told you, you would have been on the first plane out here to take me home.”


  “Yes, you’re right about that.” Mrs. Winters now folds her arms over her chest, a mask of anger taking over her rather pleasant smile. “This is exactly why I didn’t want you moving across the country, because you clearly can’t take care of yourself”


  “Hey.” Ren sits up straight, her voice growing sterner with every word she speaks, showing a stronger side of her I haven’t seen before. It’s sexy. “I can take care of myself. I’m still living and breathing after the accident; I’m actually thriving here, and without any help from my parents. It was a bump in the road, one I didn’t need you freaking out about.”


  “I could have helped you.”


  “Yes, you could have, but I didn’t want your help, Mom.” Mrs. Winters’s face turns solemn. “And not because I don’t love you, but because I wanted to do this on my own.” Ren takes a deep breath and leans over to her mom, taking her hand in hers. “I love you dearly, but I also need some independence from you. And frankly, I’m glad I drove into that ditch, because not only did it show me that I could get through an obstacle on my own, but it was also when I met Griffin. It was the start of our friendship, a friendship that’s blossomed into so much more, and I wouldn’t trade that in for anything.”


  I wrap my hand around Ren’s shoulder, her warmth spreading through me, to my very core, warming up the cold soul I’ve been carrying around for so long.


  I wouldn’t trade that in for anything.


  She’s so strong, confident, in us . . . in me. It makes me want to be the man she deserves, the man who doesn’t worry, who can live freely and give her my whole heart.


  The man I want to be.


  Her mom looks between us. “I don’t like that you didn’t tell me about the accident. What if something seriously happened to you?”


  “Then I would have told you, Mom, but honestly . . .” Ren takes a deep breath. “You need to learn to let go. I’m a grown woman and can take care of myself, and I did after the accident. I love that you care about me so much, that you’re the loving parents any child deserves, and I’m so lucky to have you. But there also comes a time when you need to let go and let me live my life.” She leans forward and puts her hand on mine. “Let me be the one who takes care of someone now.”


  Tears well up in her mom’s eyes, but the understanding is there as Gloria slowly nods her head, Harry’s hand wrapping around his wife’s shoulder. “I don’t want you hiding things from me, but I will tell you the fact that you’ve been so open and honest about Griffin makes me think I can learn to slowly let go.” She brushes a tear off her cheek. “You have never looked happier, Ren, which is all I want as a mother: for you to be happy.”


  “I am, Mom.” Ren looks at me. “So happy.”
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  I walk along the harbor and into my parents’ backyard to a round of applause, accompanied by obnoxious cheering from Reid and Brig.


  Word spreads fast. When my mom called us all to dinner, I should have known that she had one goal in mind: to talk about the new development in my life.


  It looks like an intervention, with my family sitting around in a circle on the back deck, waiting for my arrival. Earlier today, we all received an emergency group text from my mom calling for all Knightlys to show up at the house at seven on the dot.


  But instead of worried and concerned faces greeting me, there is a CONGRATULATIONS banner hung up behind them, a plate of cookies on the table, and beers all aroundmy favorite local brewand are those IT’S A GIRL napkins?


  “There he is, the man of the hour. Have a seat,” Reid says, offering me a chair and reaching to place a construction paper crown on my head.


  I toss the crown at Reid. “I’m not wearing that.” I flop on the chair, relenting to whatever ridiculous shit is about to go down, and take the beer in front of me.


  “That crown was made by your nephew, and you hurt his feelings.”


  “That crown was made by you. I saw you in the back of the shop trying to staple it together earlier. Nice try, dickhead.” I slouch in my seat and get comfortable, scanning everyone’s gleeful faces. Well, besides Rogan. I’m not sure he knows what a gleeful face is. “And what’s with the ‘It’s a Girl’ napkins?”


  “Because it’s a giiiiiirl you finally started dating,” Reid coos.


  “There is something seriously wrong with you.”


  “Settle down, you two,” my mom says. “We’re expecting company, and I don’t want any bickering to distract from what we’re celebrating.”


  Company? Celebrating?


  Oh hell.


  “Mom . . .” I swallow hard. “What are we celebrating?”


  “Your new relationship, of course! This is a special day, and we need to make it known.”


  I shake my head and sit up in my chair. “We don’t need to make anything known. Can we for the love of Christ just act normal and”


  The doorbell rings from inside the house, and my mom starts clapping her hands while my dad abruptly leaves to answer it. “Oooh, they’re here.”


  “Who?” I look over my shoulder. “Who’s here?” I turn to Jen, who gives me a pitying “I’m sorry” look. “Mom, who’s here?”


  No one answers me. Instead, I hear the cheerful voice of Mrs. Winters being greeted by my dad.


  Jesus Christ.


  “Right out here.” The sliding glass door opens, and I turn to find Ren, a nervous smile on her face, her parents trailing behind her.


  I could seriously die right now.


  This very moment.


  Die of utter embarrassment as, once again, everyone starts clapping.


  Ren was nervous about me meeting her parents. Well, she had no idea what was in store for her when it came to my family.


  I stand awkwardly as Ren shifts on her feet, hands clasped in front of her. We stare at each other as silence falls on the deck.


  Do I kiss her?


  Do I shake her hand?


  Do I jump off the deck into the harbor to end my misery?


  From the corner of my eye, I catch Rogan smirking and taking a sip of his beer. I know exactly what that look is. It’s the “I’m glad I’m not you right now” look.


  Out of all my family members, he’s the one I’m most mad at; he could have tried to stop this, or at least taken down the godforsaken CONGRATULATIONS sign.


  Finally my mom steps up and starts introducing everyone, going around in a circle while I stare at the ground, so humiliated that I can’t even begin to face Ren. Does she want to kill me? Does she want to run for the hills? I wouldn’t blame her.


  The IT’S A GIRL napkins would get my ass moving immediately.


  “Well, are you two just going to stand there and act like you don’t know each other?” my mom says after all introductions are over with.


  You know, my dad could have done something to stop her, but as I take him in, take in the happy look on his face, I have a feeling no one is going to side with me on this.


  “Kiss. Kiss. Kiss,” Reid starts chanting, and I shoot him a death glare before the chant can catch on. My eyes speak murder, and thankfully he’s smart enough to realize it.


  Knowing this isn’t going to end until I say something, I step up next to Ren and take her hand in mine. My mom sighs, and Jen squeals; my dad nods in appreciation.


  Clearing my throat, I address Ren’s parents first. “Mr. and Mrs. Winters, thank you for making the trip to my parents’ house for this extremely odd and embarrassing get-together. Please excuse the decorations; my family has issues. And as for everyone else, I’m going to say this once and only once. Yes, Ren and I are dating, and yes, you all must be chomping at the bit to ask unwelcome questions. That’s not going to happen. I really like this girl, and I don’t need you to scare her away with your antics. So please, let us just do our own thing without your interference.” I bring Ren’s hand up to my mouth and kiss it. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I need to speak privately with Ren about something. Mr. and Mrs. Winters, make yourselves at home. My family might be overly invasive, but they’re good hosts. Ask them for anything.”


  With that, I guide Ren through the sliding glass door, out of the front of the house, and down the side of the yard to my thinking spot, a large, flat stone I loved to escape to as a child. It’s far away from the house and will give us some privacy. I sit us both on it and let out a long sigh.


  “I’m so sorry. I had no idea that was happening.”


  Ren stares out at the ocean and doesn’t answer right away, making my nerves heighten. Is she mad? Hell, I will renounce my entire family at this point if they made her uncomfortable.


  Although I wouldn’t blame her if she wanted a second to take all that in. To work out what she just went through. No one should have to blindly walk into a “congratulations for dating my son” party. That’s not normal. Nothing about my family is normal.


  Finally, she looks at me. “So I really am your first since your wife?”


  “Yes,” I say, unsure of where she’s going with this.


  “You never even went out on a date?”


  I shake my head. “No.”


  “Why not?”


  This is not the conversation I was planning on having with her today . . . or ever, for that matter. How can you tell someone that you believe in a curse that was cast upon you, a curse that maybe even took your wife away from you?


  It’s absurd.


  Ridiculous.


  And yet oddly I think she needs to know where I’m coming from, why I was so hesitant around her at first.


  I pull on the back of my neck, feeling awkward as shit. “Have you heard about the Knightly curse?”


  She slowly nods. I should have known. There is no way she could have lived here for a few months without hearing about it. Most likely from the same girls who told her about Claire.


  “I don’t know much about it, though.” She turns toward me. “Can you tell me more?”


  “I really don’t want to, but it’s probably necessary at this point.” I lean back on my hands and look out toward the ocean, the laughter of our families mixing together in the distance. “It was for Brig’s twenty-first birthday. We were down in New Orleans, drunk off our asses, and got mixed up with the wrong person. A palm reader. Pretty sure she was into some shady black magic type of stuff. I can’t remember too much, but what I do remember is her casting some weird spell on us. I honestly didn’t think much about itI’ve always been super skeptical of that kind of shit.”


  “What kind of spell was it?”


  “Something about broken love and it not being cured until our minds matured. Honestly, I tried to block it out until a few days after we got home. I was changing smoke detectors for Senior Row, and I got a call from Claire’s phone. It was one of the EMT guys I worked closely with. Claire had had a massive heart attack.” I shake my head as the memories wash over me. “She was so healthy and young. The curseit was all I could think about as I went through the steps of grief. Broken love. That’s exactly what the curse foretold and what happened to me. So I’ve spent the past two years keeping as far away from women as possible. I didn’t want to inflict my curse on anyone else. But then you drove down a ditch.” I dryly chuckle. “I had no clue you were going to flip my world upside down.”


  “And that’s why your family’s so excited? Because you’re finally letting yourself live again?”


  “I guess so. Jen’s been a huge advocate for me moving on, never believing in what happened to us in New Orleans, chalking it up to four drunken idiots. She’s over the moon that I’m finally giving in and letting you into my heart.”


  Ren’s face softens, her body leaning in toward mine. “I’m in your heart?”


  I bring my hand to her cheek and rub my thumb over her soft skin. “Yeah, you’re in there, and it’s terrifying, because I don’t want anything to happen to you. I don’t want . . .” I can’t even say the words; they get caught in my throat.


  She tilts her head into my touch. “Griffin, you can’t let a drunken moment dictate your future. You realize that, right? You can’t live in the past.”


  “Easier said than done, but I’m trying for you.”


  I’ll put everything on the line to try for her.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  REN


  Why am I so nervous?


  The man went down on me in the middle of the beach, butt-ass naked.


  There should be no reason for nerves, but still, here I am, shaking in my heels as I wait for him to pick me up.


  In the hallway mirror, I check my lipstick one last time.


  After another long, private conversation with my mom about boundaries and “setting me free” from her worrying, I was able to establish some much-needed privacy for myself. It was a hard conversation, heartfelt, but necessary. My dad, the silent type, just hugged us after all was said and done, happy that we were able to work through everything.


  I said bye to my parents this morning, both of them excited about my new life and the pseudofamily that’s taken me in. Not to mention my mom is obsessed with Griffin and made me take pictures with him so she could show all her friends back home.


  I might have secretly asked her to send me those pictures so I have them whenever I need a little Griffin fix.


  His picture certainly helped my first-day-of-school jitters this morning. Before the kids showed up in my classroom, I was a ball of anxiety, but his smile helped me calm down immediately.


  Maybe that’s one of the reasons I’m so nervousthe fact that just a picture of him can put me at ease says a lot. I’ve fallen for this man, hard, and I have a feeling that tonight is going to be no less than magical.


  There is a knock at my door, startling me away from the mirror. With a deep breath, I open the door to find Griffin on the other side, wearing a light-blue button-up tucked into the waist of his black pants, sleeves rolled and pushed up to his elbows. The blue in the shirt makes his eyes pop, capturing me right away.


  He gives me a slow once-over, a sexy grin tugging at his lips as he appreciates my navy-blue dress with the keyhole neckline. “You look sexy as hell, Ren.”


  “You don’t look too bad yourself.” I step into his embrace, grip the back of his neck, and move my lips against his, deepening our kiss with one swipe of my tongue.


  He groans and quickly pulls away, a determined look in his eyes. “None of that, Miss Winters. I’m taking you out on a date; there will be no tongue fucking until later tonight.”


  I chuckle and let him grip me around the waist, guiding me out of my house. I lock up quickly. “Tongue fucking? You’re so eloquent and romantic.”


  “There is way more where that came from. Just wait.”


  He helps me into his truck and shuts the door for me. While he rounds the hood of the car, I can’t help but think how lucky I am that I started a new life in this charming town and just so happened to fall into the arms of the sexiest, sweetest man I’ve ever met.


  Griffin hops into his truck, roars it to life, and puts on his seat belt. He sets the musicthe Lumineersand pulls out onto our street.


  “Where are we going?”


  “The Lighthouse Restaurant,” he answers with a smile.


  “The Lighthouse? I haven’t been there yet.”


  “Good, so it makes this that much more special.”
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  Griffin sets his napkin on his lap and casually takes a sip of water.


  I’m not as comfortable.


  I fumble with my napkin, drop my silverware to the floor, and almost spill my water as I bring it to my mouth with a shaky hand.


  Once I take a sip, I lean forward and lower my voice. “Don’t you see them all staring?”


  “No, I do. I just choose to focus on you.”


  It’s a Wednesday night, the middle of the week. I thought we would be safe going to a public place for the first time as a couple. Boy, was I wrong.


  I swear half of Port Snow is here, watching our every move.


  When we walked into the restaurant holding hands, the dining room quieted down. All eyes focused on us as hushed whispers started to spread from table to table.


  Griffin didn’t think much of it as we were guided to a table in the far corner overlooking the ocean, the view lit up by the lighthouse attached to the dining room. It’s incredibly beautiful, but I’m so beyond distracted by all the prying eyes.


  “Hey.” Griffin leans forward and presses his finger to my chin, turning my focus onto him. “Ignore them. It was bound to happen at some point. They’ll get back to their meals soon. It’s just me and you here. Now, tell me about your first day of school. Do I need to talk to any parents for you?”


  The tension in my shoulders eases slightly. “No parent-boyfriend conferences needed just yet.”


  His lips curve up, crinkles in the corners of his eyes. “Just let me know. I’ve got your back, babe.”


  The term of endearment lightens up my mood, suddenly helping me forget about all the people around us. Just like he asked, I focus on him and our conversation.


  “Any teacher’s pets?”


  I nod, thinking back to the girl who dropped off a gift at the end of class after everyone had left the classroom. “This sweet girl, Mikaila”


  “Mikaila Hawkins? Oh yeah, huge butt kisser. She’s known for it.”


  I raise an eyebrow, questioning. “Are you . . . spreading some gossip, Mr. Knightly?”


  “Just informing you. She’ll tell you you’re her favorite and how you’re making such an impact on her life, but it’s a load of crap. The girl kisses ass for good grades. Classic Mikaila. Watch your back with that oneshe’s known to steal highlighters from teachers. I heard she has a collection and writes the teacher’s name on each one along with the year she took it.”


  “No she doesn’t,” I chuckle.


  “She does. Ask any one of your teacher friends. She has a reputation, so keep an eye on your highlighters.”


  “Noted.” I scan the dining room quickly before asking in a whisper, “Do you know anything about George Woodside?”


  “Smart-ass little fucker. Incredibly intelligent and uses it against his teachers. His parents could care less about the gossip train, so he’s a tough one to crack. My advice with George: study what he says, pay attention and look for a flaw, point out that flaw, and prove him wrong right there on the spot. It’s the only way to keep him quiet. And if he still gives you trouble, I’ll make sure to scare the living crap out of him somehow.”


  “Scaring middle schoolers, huh? You have no pride.”


  “Not when it comes to you.” He winks and takes another sip of his water.
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  “I feel really stupid right now.”


  “Why?” Griffin lowers his spoonful of soup.


  “Because I waited this long to come here and try the famous lobster bisque. What’s wrong with me?”


  “I’m glad you waited, because I got to be the one who introduced you to it.”


  “It’s so cheesy and perfect.” I savor every swallow, occasionally dipping the hearty bread that came with the main dishes.


  “That’s why it’s the best meal in Port Snow, hands down.”


  “I’m seeing the light now.” I wink. “No pun intended.”


  “Cheesy, Ren, cheesy.” He pauses and winks back. “Now that’s no pun intended.”


  I shake my head, giggling. “Is this what happens to people when they start dating in this town? They become hopelessly corny?”


  “The cool factor is dropped a few notches; I’ve heard of this happening before.”


  “Are we not cool?”


  “I’m afraid not,” he answers. “I think we lost the cool factor the minute we started gossiping about preteens.”


  I point my spoon accusingly at him. “Hey, you started that conversation.”


  “True, but it was for the good of the math department. You have to know the lay of the land if you want to teach the best algebra you can.”


  “And teen gossip helps with that?”


  “Easily.”


  “Well, are there any tidbits of gossip I need to know to help me be the best girlfriend to Griffin Knightly?”


  “Hmm.” He leans back in his chair. “I’m sure there are some false stories floating around, so you can’t believe everything you hear, but I think one of the best things you can do for yourself is spread your own stories. That way, you can see who you can’t trust and who you can, which is pretty much no one.”


  “Spread my own rumors?”


  He nods and swallows another spoonful of his soup. “Come up with some stupid story and tell someone; see how far it can go. It’s easier to deal with made-up stories than real things built up into blatant lies.”


  “Like how you turned into Tarzan to save me?”


  “Exactly.” He chuckles to himself. “That’s still my favorite version of our story.”


  Our story.


  My stomach does a few somersaults.


  It might have taken a while to get to this point, but I’m so glad I was patient. I wouldn’t have wanted to miss out on our story.
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  “Are you sure you’re not cold?”


  I shake my head, the wind breezing through my hair. “I’m perfect. Just don’t let go of me.”


  We’re standing outside of the restaurant, looking out over the ocean as the lighthouse lamp rotates, highlighting the water with each pass of its beam.


  Dinner was beyond amazingthe crunch of the bread, the smooth texture of the soup. Griffin was right: it was the best meal I’ve had in Port Snow so far, and I’m so glad I got to experience it with him.


  After sharing a whoopie pie for dessert, we find a secluded spot against the railing that overlooks the ocean. Griffin wraps his arms around me, holding me from behind, his chin resting on the top of my head.


  “Thank you for tonight, Griffin. I had a really nice time.”


  “Me too.” He kisses the top of my head, and I can feel him gear up to say something else, but he lets out a long breath instead.


  As we stand there, wrapped up in each other, I wonder what he wanted to say, why he held back.


  Does he feel the same way I feel about him? Because the feelings I have for this man go beyond just likethey flirt with love and grow deeper and deeper with every minute I spend with him.


  Are his feelings as strong as mine, or does he think we’re moving too fast?


  It doesn’t really matter at this point. While my feelings run deep, our relationship is too new to bring up the l word.


  So instead, I say, “What’s your typical good night look like on a date?”


  “Good night? I don’t know what you have planned later, but there won’t be any good nights. More like good morning.”


  I roll my eyes, even though I know he can’t see me. “I don’t mean for tonight, just in general. When you take a girl out on a first date, do you normally go in for a kiss?”


  “Well, given that I’ve only been on four first dates, I’d say sweaty palms is usually my go-to for saying good night.”


  “You’ve only been on four first dates?”


  “Mm-hmm. Claire was my high school sweetheart, and the other two girls ahead of her didn’t really countour parents chaperoned us, after all. And now there’s you, and with you, I know exactly how our night is going to end, and it’s not with a goodbye kiss on your doorstep.”


  “Are you going to ravish me, Griffin?”


  “Yup.” His simple confirmation shoots a wave of excitement up my spine. “What about you? What’s your typical first-date good night?”


  “Do you really want to know?”


  “I don’t know.” He leans over my shoulder to look at me. “Do I?”


  I shrug. “I almost always have sex on the first date, kind of like ripping off the Band-Aid, you know? ‘This is what I have to offer; what do you have to offer?’ kind of stuff. Makes it easier to move on to the next date if I have a good time.”


  His mouth parts in shock, his eyes blinking a few times. “Are you serious?”


  “No.” I laugh, maybe a little too hard, as he squeezes me and presses a loud kiss to my cheek.


  “Jesus, Ren. For a second there, I felt myself turn into a jealous asshole.”


  “Do you really think I’m the kind of girl who would have sex with every first date?”


  He shrugs and goes back to pressing his chin against the top of my head. “I don’t know. I mean, you did hump the hell out of me in a pond . . . oomph.”


  I’ve playfully elbowed him in the stomach. The low rumble of his laugh warms me up from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.
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  “Will you tell me about her? About Claire?”


  For a moment, I feel him stiffen behind me before he slowly lets out a deep breath, his lips finding the top of my head.


  “What do you want to know?” His voice is slightly strangled but open.


  “You met in high school, right? How did you meet?”


  “I borrowed a pencil from her. It was lame, but it was a way to talk to her. She was the girl every guy wanted to be with. Fun, smart, outgoing, and beautiful. She was the entire package, and when my sophomore year rolled around, I finally got the courage to talk to her.”


  “And you asked her for a pencil?”


  “Yeah, but it worked. After class, in the hallways, I chased her down to give her back her pencil, and we started talking. I asked her out for ice cream after school, and the rest is history.”


  “That’s really sweet.” I squeeze the arms that are wrapped around me. “Did you both go to college?”


  “She did; I didn’t. I stayed back to help my parents and become a volunteer firefighter while she went to the University of Pottsmouth, earned her degree in nursing. She always had a nurturing way about her, so nursing was right up her alley.”


  “When did you get married?”


  “Not until she graduated. We wanted to make sure we were financially ready before we got married. It was smart but torture, because we weren’t allowed to live together. Her parents were pretty strict. So it made things interesting.”


  “Oh wow, I can imagine. When did you buy your house?”


  “I bought it a few years after I graduated. My parents are pretty awesome and helped me sign off on it. Claire didn’t move in until a few years later, but she’d sneak over as much as she could when she was in college.”


  “Bet that was hard with all the peering eyes in this town.”


  He chuckles, his voice growing dreamy. “Tell me about it. But we made it work.”


  “She sounds like a beautiful person.”


  “She was. You two would have been friends, probably would have given me a run for my money.”


  For some reason, that makes me really happythat in some offbeat way, I’ve earned her blessing.


  “How was she with your family? Did they ever throw you weird ‘you’re together now’ parties?”


  He shakes his head above me, giving me a tight squeeze. “Still want to kill them for that, by the way, and no, they didn’t. I mean, they did stupid shit when we went to prom, like make us take pictures with lobsterswe won’t get into thatbut nothing like you experienced. Claire held her own with my brothers, though. She was well versed in the Knightly clan, since she grew up here, too, so she didn’t have a hard time keeping up.”


  “So if she grew up here, how come it took you so long to ask her out?”


  “Honestly? I was scared. It wasn’t until I hit my growth spurt and started working out that I gained confidence.”


  I try to think what a scrawny little Griffin might look like, but I can’t picture it. To me, he will always be the burly firefighter with the handsome smile.


  “That’s kind of sweet. Did she have a crush on you at all?”


  “Nah.” He clears his throat. “She actually really liked Jen’s husband, Zach. I, uh . . . I kind of went out of my way to introduce him to Jen so that he was off the market.”


  I turn to face him, shock mixing with humor. “No you didn’t.”


  He nods slowly. “Sadly, I did. But it worked out in the end.”


  “Oh, you sneaky, sneaky man.”


  He pulls me into a hug and presses a kiss against my forehead. “Hell, I would have done the same thing if you’d shown an ounce of interest in any other guy in town. I would have found an unsuspecting tourist and hooked them up. When I know what I want, I make sure no one else can have it.”


  And that warms me to my very core.
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  “Your home is beautiful, Griffin.” I take in the subtle neutral tones throughout the house, the cozy gray-toned wooden furniture. The house is a simple oasis; you step inside and instantly feel comfortable.


  “Thank you.” He comes up behind me and slowly pulls down the zipper of my dress, pressing light kisses across the side of my neck.


  When he asked me if I wanted to go back to his place when we were in his truck, I hesitated at first, nervous that I would be stepping into his wife’s territory, but he told me he renovated a few months ago, needing a change, the reminder of her too consuming. He didn’t get rid of everything, but he did get a new bed, and that made me feel a whole hell of a lot better.


  I don’t want to take his wife’s place. I want to be respectful of what they had, but after an awkward conversation in his truck outside of his house, Griffin let me know I was okay, that I wouldn’t be intruding on her territory.


  And I know I should have felt weird about that, but I didn’t. It actually made me feel better, the idea that maybe with some crazy cosmic force she brought us together. And who knows? Maybe she was the one who poked the moose in the butt to get him out on the road at just the right time.


  My dress fully unzipped, Griffin pushes it down over my shoulders and to the ground, where it pools at my heels, exposing my matching set of red lace lingerie.


  His hum of approval fills me with need as I turn around and find the buttons on his shirt, quickly undoing them and exposing his rock-hard chest. Gripping me by the ass, he hoists me into the air, and I circle my legs around his waist. He walks us up the stairs to his bedroom, his mouth desperate on mine.


  “Your parents’ visit really fucked up the plans I had for us.”


  “We missed three nights together.” I giggle as he tosses me on the bed, my hair fanning out next to me.


  “Still too fucking long.” He strips down to his boxer briefs, his bulge already prominent, and leans down on the bed, raking his eyes over my body. Growing serious, he props himself over me, his elbows resting on the bed, his face inches from mine. “What made you wait?”


  “Wait for you?” I ask, brushing my fingers through his soft hair.


  “Yes. After we almost kissed in the street, what made you give me another chance?”


  “Honestly? Stupid hope that maybe, just maybe, you would open your heart and give me a chance too. That you would give us a chance.”


  “And all those times we were together, were you hoping then?”


  I bite my bottom lip. This is the perfect moment, but I’m scared out of my mind to confess how much I feel for him.


  “Tell me.” He nudges me with a light kiss to my nose. “Were you hoping?”


  I shake my head, and a crease forms in his brow. “No, all the time we spent together, I was falling harder for you every minute.”


  I hold his gaze, fighting the urge to bury my head in his pillows. He needs to know this is serious for me, that I want nothing more than for our relationship to morph into forever.


  He’s silent for a long moment, my stomach churning with nerves until he smiles. “I think I was doing the same exact thing.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  GRIFFIN


  “Word on the street is you took Ren to the Lighthouse Restaurant the other night. And before you deny it” Jen sets the local gossip newspaper on the counter in front of me. It showcases a picture of Ren and me having dinner together and holding hands beneath the headline:


  GRIFFIN KNIGHTLY BREAKS HIS CURSE!


  You would think I’d be shocked, that I’d have some choice words about invasion of privacy.


  But it’s Port Snow.


  It’s not the first time I’ve been in the headlines, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.


  Rolling my eyes, I count the change in the cash register, the start of the school year finally giving us a little bit of reprieve from the busy tourist season. Between now and Christmas we’ll just have a steady flow of customers, no rush like in the summer.


  Thank God.


  “Glad to see the tradition of gossip and snooping still holds strong in this town. What else did you hear?”


  “Do you really want to know?”


  “Hit me with the stories.” This should at least be entertaining.


  Jen wraps up the leftover sconesshe came in to help with closingand counts off on her fingers. “Let’s see. The obvious, that you were on a date. That you were whispering about a possible unexpected pregnancy.” I snort. “That you were actually just getting a tutoring session because you’re taking online classes to earn your degree in firefighting.”


  “Okay, whoever came up with that one needs the tutoring.”


  Jen chuckles. “That one was my favorite. Oh, and the one where you two went at it like rabbits on the beach.”


  I try to hide my reaction to the last one as I swallow hard. Holy shit . . . did someone see us?


  Staying calm, I say, “People need to get lives.”


  “That’s what I said. Who in their right mind would have sex on the beach in Port Snow? Anyone could catch them.”


  “For real. So dumb.”


  Jesus Christ, my palms are sweaty.


  “So did you have a good time? Have you seen her since?”


  I wrap up a wad of twenties and stick it in the money bag. “Every night this week.”


  “Really?” Jen perks up, her little romantic heart going a mile a minute, I’m sure.


  “Yeah, really. I like her a lot, Jen. I’m falling for her, hard and fast, and I’m finding it damn hard to concentrate on anything other than her.”


  “Oh my God, Griff! That’s so exciting.” She grins widely. “It’s happeningyou’re loving again.”


  “I think I am.”


  “And what about the booth? I spoke with Dad the other day, and let me just say, with the addition of Ren in your life and you taking over the Lobster Fest booth, he’s almost too giddy, as if another fudge catalog came in.”


  I pull on the back of my neck, thinking over all my plans. “It’s all in motion. The decorations, the games, the apple stamps. Spoke with Bernadette over at the cidery, and she’s really excited to partner up. I submitted the menu to the committee along with my fund-raising goals.” A small smile peeks past my lips. “I’m pretty sure this will be the best booth we’ve had to date.”


  Jen returns my smile. “I couldn’t agree more. Dad almost seemed jealous that he didn’t come up with the idea himself, but he also was really proud. I think he’s ready.”


  “Ready to hand over the shop?” I ask, butterflies floating in my stomach.


  “Yeah, I really think he is.”


  And that right there just makes me think all the puzzle pieces of my life are finally starting to come together . . .


  My pager goes off, and I quickly pull it off my belt loop. Dispatch calling in for help. I’m supposed to be on duty in thirty minutes. My brow pinches together when I see the code for me to call in. I pull out my cell phone and call dispatch. “This is Griffin,” I say when they answer.


  “Griffin, there was an accident over on Main and Turnpike by the school.” The second she says school, my heart starts to pound. “Vehicle collisiondebris went everywhere. You start in thirty, but they need some help down there now.”


  I swallow hard, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end, while a horrible feeling sinks into the pit of my stomach. “Any injuries?”


  “Yes. EMT is on it.”


  My heart pounds; the room starts to spin. “Okay, I’m on my way.” I hang up the phone, my feet planted firmly in place for a few seconds, my mind trying to comprehend the magnitude of that phone call.


  “What’s going on?” Jen asks with a worried expression.


  “There was a collision by the school. They need help.” I pocket my phone and start moving, my firefighter instincts kicking in. “I have to get down there, now. I need to make sure . . .”


  Jen rounds the counter and chases after me as I head out the front door. “Griffin, don’t jump to conclusions.”


  I don’t say a word; instead, I sprint the half mile down the street, my mind whirling with every single possibility, with every negative and damning thought of what could have happened to Renand that it’s my fault.


  From this day on, your love will be broken.


  The words that have been hanging over me for so long spur me forward.


  Before I even reach the school, I can hear the commotion of onlookers gathering, the putrid smell of burnt rubber floating through the air. When I turn off of Main, the school comes into view, as well as a logging truck and SUV smashed together, lumber scattered everywhere.


  I look around, my eyes scanning for one person and one person alone. I need to make sure she’s okay.


  Volunteers are picking up the scattered wood, the police are talking to the drivers, and a tow truck from Brig’s garage is already starting to remove the vehicles.


  No sign of Brig.


  No sign of Ren.


  My heart starts to ease. She wasn’t involved. Thank Christ.


  I press my hand against my forehead as Tracker appears at my side. “Hey, man. Dispatch call you in early?”


  “Yeah.” I let out a pent-up breath, the tension in my shoulders easing. “Said you needed help with cleanup.”


  “Yeah, it’s been a clusterfuck down here. Medical is still tending to people.”


  “What do you mean? Wasn’t it just the two drivers?”


  Tracker shakes his head. “The drivers were fine; it was the people on the streets that got the brunt of it from all the wood flying out of the back of the truck.”


  Once again, the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention. “How many injured?”


  “Three teachers, five students.”


  “Where are they?” I don’t wait for an answer and head toward the ambulance. Inside, two students are being patched up. Off to the side, I see two teachers, one with a bandage on her arm, the other with a bandage on his leg. I continue to scan the area, and a woman on a gurney is rolled into view, brown hair hanging over the edge. Everything in me stills as I take in the blood that has dried on her face and the red-stained cloth wrapped around her head.


  Ren.


  I rush to her, jumping over some wood and making my way to the gurney, my heart beating a mile a minute. When I reach her, I can’t contain the desperation in my voice. “Ren, baby, are you okay?”


  Her eyes are shut, but when she opens them, a small smile plays at her lips. “Hey, you.”


  Hey, you? Is she serious right now? She’s going to say Hey, you so casually when I’m being ripped to shreds inside? I scan her body, taking her in. Straps hold her steady on the gurney. She has a bandage on her arm, and her head is bleeding once again, just like the first time I found her.


  “Ren, what . . .” I catch my breath. “What the hell happened?”


  “Not sure, honestly. I was walking home just as after-school activities got out.” She winces. “And I heard the crunching of metal right before I blacked out. One of the EMTs said a piece of wood hit me in the head as well as the arm.”


  I drag my hand over my mouth, my mind racing. This is because of me.


  She is hurt because of me.


  “Are you okay?”


  She takes my shaky hand in hers. “Yes, I’m okay.”


  I lean down and cup her cheek, looking her in the eyes, checking to see if she’s lucid. “God, Ren. I’m . . . I’m sorry.”


  “Why are you sorry?” Her brow creases for a second before she winces again.


  “I . . .” I scan the area again, unable to voice the terrified thoughts filling my mind. “How come no one is taking care of you? Why aren’t you at the hospital yet?”


  “I told them to take care of the kids first.” She grips my hand. “Hey, Griffin. Everything is okay.”


  I shake my head, unable to look at the blood on her face any longer, at the pain I’ve caused her. “Uh, I’m going to go see if they need any help with cleanup.”


  “Griffin, wait. Talk to me.”


  “I can’t.” I bow my head forward. “I can’t.”
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  A few tests and three stitches above her eyebrow later, I’m pulling up in front of Ren’s house and helping her out of the car. She already has a black eye forming and some bruising on her arm. She’s sore and tired and concussed. Out of all the victims involved in the accident, she got the brunt of it. She already has the next few days off from work, and I volunteered to stay with her tonight.


  Not that volunteering was much of a hardship; it’s a necessity at this point.


  “Are you doing okay? Feeling queasy?” I ask as I open the front door.


  “I’m doing okay right now, but I think I want to go straight up to bed, if that’s okay. I’m really tired.”


  “I know, and you can sleep, but I’m going to be waking you up every hour to check on you like the doctor said,” I say, guiding her inside the house.


  “As long as you’re next to me, that’s all I care about.”


  I help her up the narrow staircase, holding her arm so she doesn’t fall. Her legs are unsteady, so I make sure to keep her as close to me as possible.


  We make it to her bedroom, where I quickly change her clothes and then pull back the covers of her bed and help her onto her plush mattress, a mattress I’ve spent a few nights on already.


  “I’m going to go get you some water and lock up the house,” I say once she’s settled. “Do you need anything else?”


  “Just you.” She snuggles into my hand before letting it go and turning on her side.


  With a heavy sigh, I make my way to her kitchen and pull my phone from my pocket. A slew of texts from my family lights up my phone. I don’t even bother reading them. Instead, I send them a quick update.


  Griffin: Ren is back at her house. I’m staying here for the night to make sure she’s okay in the morning. Please cover for me. Thanks.


  I turn my phone off and put it back in my pocket, not wanting to deal with any of their responses. I grip the edge of the counter for support as I bend my head forward in exhaustion.


  I’m physically tired and mentally at my breaking point.


  Torn between needing to make sure Ren is safe and needing to distance myself from her to keep her safe from me, I contemplate my next move.


  She needs me now, she wants me now, and I need to be there for her. Even though there is a war raging inside of me, telling me to stay away, to keep my distance, that if I get any closer, something even worse is going to happen.


  Nauseous and distraught, I rub both hands over my face before kicking off my shoes and filling up a glass of water for her.


  For now, I will take care of her, but I can’t make any promises about tomorrow.


  One day at a time.


  One minute at a time.
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  I stir awake, Ren’s long brown hair tickling the underside of my chin. Rain is pelting the window, making the morning much darker than normal.


  I spent the night waking up every hour and making sure Ren was recovering okay from her concussion. I barely got any sleep and must have forgotten to set my alarm for the last wake-up.


  Slight panic hits me until I look down to find a light smile play across her lips as she peacefully sleeps.


  She’s okay.


  Still shaken, I pull at my hair.


  A two-by-four hit Ren on the head, knocking her out clean. What were the chances of something like that happening to her? Or the chances of her having the worst injury yesterday?


  And right after we started dating?


  I bite my bottom lip as my head falls back to the headboard, my eyes shut, the truth hitting me harder than I want as the palm reader’s face invades my mind.


  It’s a sign.


  A warning.


  A blatant red flag telling me to stay away.


  What else could it have been? Out of all the people to get hurt, Ren was the one who suffered most. I glance down at her beautiful face, bruised and battered, like she went ten rounds in a boxing ring. My stomach clenches, my chest tightening with pure fear.


  I did this to her. She’s hurt because of me, because of the black cloud that hangs over me.


  If I stay with her, what else could possibly happen to her?


  Fuck, I don’t even want to find out.


  Even though this woman has come into town like a beautiful windstorm and swept me up into her little world, I know it can’t last. For her safety, for my peace of mind, I can’t be with her, even though it will destroy me. In just a few months, Ren has rocked me to my very core, burying herself deep within my bone marrow. And there’s no doubt in my mind that when I walk away, she’s going to stay there for a very long time.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  REN


  I look up at the red-and-white sign that lights up the end of Main Street. THE LOBSTER LANDING. It seems so calm and peaceful right now, sans the hustle and bustle of tourists, and yet my world feels the exact opposite.


  Just some advice to anyone listening: If you have the choice of being hit on the head by a two-by-four, say no. Bypass that little experiment, because I’m going to tell you right now, it’s no walk in the park.


  The last few days I’ve had a headache and unending nausea.


  Although that could be from all the worrying.


  Let’s just say I haven’t had the best of luck when it comes to cars. Car accident back home that left me fighting for my life. Car accident here in Port Snow that left me fighting for my independence. And car accident in front of schooltechnically I wasn’t in a car, but the two-by-four left an impactand this accident, I think, has been the worst of them all, because it’s left me fighting for my love.


  You would think I would never want to be near another road again, but funnily enough, it’s the exact opposite. Being in all these accidents has only convinced me of one thing: I am resilient.


  I am strong and capable of taking care of myself.


  And I’m also determined, because no matter what gets in my way, I’m still going to face my fears. It’s why I told my parents right away about the accidentpretty sure my mom faintedbut I was open and honest with them. And I’m damn proud of myself for doing that.


  It’s why I’m standing outside of the Lobster Landing, nervous as hell but with pride and determination in every single one of my steps. I will not cower. I will not let a speed bump steal my happiness.


  I haven’t seen Griffin since the morning after the accident. He’s sent me texts checking up on me, but he hasn’t stopped by, and when I call, he texts me to say he’s busy but to let him know if I need anything.


  Yes, I do need something.


  I need him.


  Three long days and no Griffin. I’m trying to convince myself that he’s just really busy with all the things he’s in charge of, that he’s not in fact pulling away.


  But who am I kidding? Before the accident, he made time for me every day. Even after his shift at the fire department, he would sneak into my house and into my bed, where he would hold me all night.


  There is no sneaking into my house.


  There is no cuddling.


  There is no Griffin.


  And I’m worried.


  I’m worried that he’s letting the “curse” get into his head. That he thinks he’s to blame for the accident. He hasn’t said it, but he doesn’t have to. I could see it all over his face when he found me on that gurney.


  He was terrified, his eyes full of fear as he inspected my body, taking in every little cut and bruise. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s letting his past get to him.


  And I’m not about to sit back and let that happen.


  That’s why I’m standing in front of the Lobster Landing an hour before closing time, wanting to talk to him. I figured if I could corner him where his family is, they’ll at least force him to talk to me. I need all the help I can get at this point.


  I open the door to the shop, a bell ringing above my head as the smell of fudge immediately greets me, as does Jen’s friendly face.


  There are a few customers milling about, but Jen immediately walks over and wraps me in a sweet hug. “Ren, how are you feeling?” She winces when she gets an up-close view of my eye. “Ouch, that can’t feel good.”


  Doesn’t feel as bad as your brother ghosting me.


  “It’s not the best thing to ever happen to me.” I smile tightly. “But at least the headaches are getting better, and I have this cool scar. Plus, the students know I took a two-by-four to the head and survived. Word on the streets is they think I’m a total badass.”


  Jen chuckles. “I agree with them.” She looks me up and down, a smile playing at her lips. “Are you here for some sweets or to see Griffin?”


  “Griffin.”


  “He’s been quiet the last few days. Everything okay with you guys?”


  I press my lips together, a tangle of emotions hitting me all at once. Don’t cry, not right here, not in front of Jen.


  “Well . . . could be better.”


  The sincerity in Jen’s eyes morphs quickly into anger as she looks back toward the kitchen. “Is he pushing you away?”


  “Um, I think I kind of want to talk to him about this.”


  “Fair enough, but you let me know if I need to kick some sense into him.”


  “Thank you.” I bow my head and make my way to the back of the shop, feeling familiar enough with the place to walk there by myself.


  I find Griffin in the kitchen, bent over a counter. One of his hands is in his hair, and tension rolls off him in waves.


  “Hey.”


  His head pops up, surprise crossing his face when he sees me. Immediately he walks over and takes my hand in his, giving me a once-over, examining me up and down. “Are you okay?”


  “No,” I answer honestly, my fear of losing him starting to come to the surface.


  “What’s wrong?” he asks, panicked.


  “You,” I say softly. “You’re pulling away, Griffin.”


  Stunned for a moment, he stills, eyes finding a spot above my head before he lets out a long breath and steps out of my grasp, walking toward the middle of the kitchen, a pained look on his face.


  “You need to talk to me, Griffin. What’s going on in your head?”


  “I can’t talk about it.” His voice is broken.


  On unsteady legs, I walk up to him and place my hand on his back. He shudders against my touch and pulls away, breaking me in half with the tortured look on his face.


  “Griffin. Please.” Desperation laces my voice.


  Both hands gripping the back of his neck, strain in his muscles, he says, “I can’t do this, Ren.”


  “Can’t do what? Us?”


  Slowly, my vision tunneling, he nods.


  “You can’t do us?” My lips tremble, the pounding in my head growing exponentially as I hold back tears. “Why? Because I got hurt?”


  “Yes, don’t you see? It was . . . fuck . . .” He turns away, every muscle in his back flexing with fury. “It was my fault you got hurt. It was a warning sign reminding me that I need to stay away.”


  “That accident was not your fault.”


  “It was,” he insists, growing angrier with each word. “I was the reason my wife died, and then the other day with you?” He shakes his head. “I got too close when I had no right pursuing you, letting myself feel something for you.”


  “Are you listening to yourself right now?” I grip his arm, forcing him to look at me. “You’re talking about believing in an actual curse, about letting some crazy lady in New Orleans dictate your entire life. Are you really just going to give up on ever being with someone ever again?”


  “Yes.”


  The way he says it, with such finality in his voice, is like a punch to the gut, knocking all the air from me.


  “So that’s it, then? You’re not going to feel anything for me?”


  “I can’t let myself feel anything for you, Ren. That’s the point.”


  “No, you can, you just won’t.”


  “You don’t get it,” he practically shouts. “If you stay with me, you’re going to get hurt.”


  “Well, guess what, Griffin? You’re hurting me right now, and the pain is way worse than any two-by-four. Do you even care about that?” His eyes soften, but it isn’t enough. I push forward, pressing my hand against his chest as I step up close to him. “What we have between us is real, it’s so real, and I’ve never felt this way about anyone ever. I want to be with you, Griffin. I don’t care about some dumb curse you think is controlling your life. What I care about is being with you.”


  He looks away, but I reach up and grip his chin, his stubble biting into my fingers as I stare into his eyes.


  “Tell me you don’t want to be with me, Griffin. Tell me that what we have is worth throwing away over some silly spell you experienced with your drunk brothers. Tell me that the friendship, the relationship we’ve built from the ground up, is worth stepping away fromjust because you’re too scared.”


  His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, his blue eyes staring me down, a clench to his jaw.


  “It’s not worth it.”


  At first I wonder if I misheard him, if I just dreamed what he uttered from those perfect lips. But when he pulls away from me, turning his back, I realize that I did hear him correctly.


  He’s giving up.


  He’s letting his past dictate his future.


  And from the looks of it, no matter what I say, I won’t be able to change his mind.


  My lips trembling, my teeth chattering, the first tear falls down my cheek, followed by many more. “So that’s it?” I ask, the anguish in my voice making him turn back to me. Pain crosses his face when he takes in my tears. For a moment, he starts to move forward to comfort me, but he holds back, the final nail in the coffin of our relationship. “That is it, isn’t it?”


  He doesn’t say anything.


  “You know, Griffin, I didn’t move to Port Snow looking for a boyfriend. I didn’t plan on finding someone I care so deeply for. I came here to start a new life, a new chapter, after living through something tragic. I came here because I was brave enough to start anew, and along the way, I met a beautiful group of friends and a man who stole my heart. After what I’ve been through, I had the courage to try something new, to open my soul to you and give you everything I have.” I take a deep breath and attempt to calm the anger raging inside of me.


  Why is he being so stubborn? Why is he insisting on pushing me away when I can see in his eyes how much he wants me?


  “Hiding behind your past is never going to get you anywhere in life, and you’re going to miss out on a lot.” I wipe the tears from my cheeks. “Having you carry me up the side of a ditch was one of the most humiliating and exhilarating things that ever happened to me. I realized I could still survive after having another car accident. And do you know what else I realized? That I could fall in love with my best friend so effortlessly.” I step up to him and once again grip his chin. “I love you, Griffin Knightly, and it kills me that I’ll never truly know what it’s like to be loved by you.” I shake my head. “I wish you would just be brave and be with me, instead of sabotaging yourself, believing a myth. There’s your curse . . . self-sabotage. It’s not about what the palm reader said; it’s about you and what’s inside your head. And I can talk until I’m blue in the face, but until you realize it yourself, it’s hopeless.”


  I turn away, my heart shattering into a million pieces as I take step after step away from him.


  I look over my shoulder one last time, and I catch the devastated look in his eyes, the dark circles, the way his face seems to be sunken. I want to run up to him, kiss him senseless, and tell him we can work this out.


  But this is beyond my control.


  There is no hope for us, not when he’s so caught up in what happened two years ago.


  With a broken heart, I make my way out of the kitchen to the front of the shop, where I spot Jen. I try to wipe away my tears, but they keep falling. She hurries over to me, but I shake my head, warning her off.


  I don’t want to talk about it . . . with anyone.


  I need this moment of peace, at least until the town starts talking about the naive girl who thought she could fall in love with a Knightly brother.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  GRIFFIN


  “What the hell was that?” Jen asks, shutting down the shop early without discussing closing time with me. Hands on her hips, she’s ready to do some damage, and I know it’s all directed toward me.


  “Jen, please, just drop it. Okay?”


  “Do you really think that’s going to work on me?” She points to a barstool. “Sit. Now.”


  She pulls out the big guns, using her mom voice, and I know there’s no use fighting it. She’ll win in the end. She always does.


  I take a seat at the countertop bar and dig my hands through my hair, elbows in front of me, propping me up.


  “I can’t risk something happening to her,” I start. “I’d be worrying constantly, wondering what’s going to happen next. She’s late; is it because she got in another accident? She’s sick; is she going to pull through? There are so many variables that go into keeping her safe, and I can’t control them. The only thing I can control is staying far away from her.”


  “All because she was hurt a few days ago? Are you blaming yourself for that?”


  I give her a pointed look. “Isn’t it obvious, Jen? We started to get serious, and all of a sudden she’s hurt.” I shake my head. “I . . . fuck, I love her, and I don’t know what I would do if something happened to her.”


  Leaning forward, Jen gently presses her hand to my forearm. “You love her?”


  I nod. “And she fucking loves me, but hell if I said it back to her.”


  “Oh, Griffin, why are you doing this to yourself?”


  “Because . . .” My throat grows tight. “There was nothing wrong with Claire, and I lost her. I can’t lose Ren.”


  “You say that, but . . . didn’t you just lose her anyway?”


  “It’s not the same.”


  “It’s exactly the same. You live in a small town. Are you really going to be okay with her walking around Main Street holding some other man’s hand? Seeing her kiss him at Jake’s Cakes? Walking on the beach?”


  My jaw flexes, the thought of seeing Ren with someone else destroying me. I stand abruptly, my voice strained as I say, “I need to get the fuck out of here.”


  “Griffin . . .”


  Jen’s voice trails off as I exit the store and head straight for my house, passing by every landmark that holds memories of Renfrom Jake’s Cakes to the street we danced in. Fuck. I need to be alone. I need to be anywhere but here . . . in Port Snow.
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  “Open up, you motherfucker.” Reid pounds on my front door, but I ignore him.


  Beer in hand, I stare off into nothing. I knew this was coming. My phone was buzzing like crazy from all of my family’s texts, so I turned it off.


  “My hand is getting sore from knocking. Just open up so I can talk to you.”


  “Fuck off,” I shout before taking another sip of my beer.


  “Come on, Griff. You can’t just give up on Ren. She’s perfect for you.”


  “I’m going to save you some time. Anything you say is going to be ignored. Leave me the fuck alone.”


  “Fine. Your loss. But for the record, you’re being a moron.”


  “Noted.”


  I down the rest of my beer.
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  Knock. Knock.


  Ring. Ring.


  Knock. Ring. Knock.


  Ring. Ring. Ring. Knock. Knock . . . “Who’s there? Oh, look, it’s your fun-loving brother, Brig. Open the door for a good time.”


  “Go away,” I groan. If he rings the doorbell one more time, I’m going to open the door just to punch him in the face.


  “But I have ice cream.”


  “I’m not a woman.”


  “You sure as hell are acting like a moody bitch.” He grumbles something I can’t hear. “You know, I spent a long time trying to pick out the perfect flavor. It would be really rude not to open the door and at least share a scoop with me.”


  “Leave, Brig.”


  “Fine,” he answers indignantly. “Your loss.” He taps on the door. “And for your information, it was rocky road.”


  Fuck . . . rocky road is damn good ice cream, but not good enough to deal with Brig.
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  Knock. Knock.


  I wait for a ring or something obnoxious to be said, but I hear nothing.


  That means it’s Rogan.


  “Not in the mood, man,” I shout.


  “Thank Christ,” he replies through the door. “Jen made me.”


  “Figured.”


  “Okay, well, text if you need more beer.”


  “Thanks, man.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  GRIFFIN


  One week.


  One fucking week without Ren, and I’ve truly lost my mind.


  I haven’t slept.


  I haven’t eaten.


  The only reason I’ve showered is for sanitary purposes while working at the shop.


  But shaving? Yeah, not happening. And my hair? A goddamn mess.


  I’ve heard it all from my family. What a fool I am. How I’m letting go of a good woman, a woman who makes me happy. How I’m an asshole for making Ren fall for me when I knew I was going to pull away.


  Yeah, that last one still haunts me.


  I made her cry. I fucking broke her heart. I saw it in her eyes when I said we couldn’t be together, that I couldn’t see her hurt. She was right: I’m hurting her anyway.


  Christ.


  What a fucked-up mess.


  I adjust my baseball cap and head into Oliver’s General Store to pick up something to drink, a.k.a. beer. Beer is my only friend right now. Depressing but true. I’ve banished everyone from my life, even my family. The only time I see them is in the shop, and I barely speak to them; I just go through the motions. Mom and Dad tried to have a talk with me the other night, but I turned them away. They weren’t happy about it, not even a little.


  But at this point, I don’t give a fuck who’s mad at mewith the exception of one person.


  There’s only one person I care about, one person I can’t get out of my head, one person I want nothing more than to pull into my arms and apologize to like a mad motherfucker.


  Thankfully Oliver’s isn’t too busy, so I make my way toward the back where the beer is, passing by the aisle with mac and cheese. Shit, I should probably eat something, and mac and cheese isn’t too much work. I scan the boxes, finding the Velveeta, and grab a box. ThereI’m feeding myself. Progress. I’ve started to move toward the back when I bump into someone.


  I look up to apologize, and my voice catches in my throat when I see Ren. Her hair is pulled back, her bruise almost gone, the scar above her eyebrow much smaller.


  She’s about to apologize when she recognizes me. Her eyes widen, and she stumbles backward.


  I grip her arm before she tumbles into a display of Triscuits. “Careful.” I steady her.


  Once on solid ground, she pulls her arm away and adjusts the strap of her purse on her shoulder.


  This was bound to happen at some point. We live in a small town where everything is walking distance. We were going to run into each other; I’m just surprised it took us this long. Full disclosure: I’ve been skipping out on Snow Roast coffee and heading straight to the Lobster Landing earlier than normal.


  I just don’t think I’m ready for this yetto see her.


  To remember how beautiful she is.


  To see the pain in her eyes.


  To hear the anger in her voice.


  To be consumed by her scent all over again.


  It’s weakening me, breaking down my defenses.


  I’m desperate for her.


  I want her to hold my hand. I want to be her man. I want to take her into my arms and know that nothing is ever going to happen to her, that she’s going to be mine forever.


  “Excuse me,” she says, breaking me out of my thoughts. She attempts to move past me, all emotion gone from her face, a blank stare in her eyes.


  “Ren . . . I . . .”


  She shakes her head. “Don’t, Griffin. Don’t apologize. It will just make it worse.”


  “But I am sorry.” I reach out to touch her face, but she steps back.


  “I need to go. I can’t do this here with you.”


  “Ren.”


  She stops and takes a deep breath before facing me again. “Did you change your mind? Do you all of a sudden have the courage to be with me?”


  My jaw moves back and forth, the answer stuck in my throat.


  “That’s what I thought. Just leave me alone, Griffin. Please, if you had any sort of feelings for me, just leave me alone.”


  And with that, she takes off down the aisle and out of the store. I watch her walk briskly down the street, her hand lifting to her face to wipe away a tear.


  And here I thought I couldn’t feel any shittier.


  Fuck the mac and cheese. I’m drinking dinner again.
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  When I lost Claire, I felt like I was cloaked in darkness, like rain clouds were hovering over me, ready to pour on me whenever they felt like it.


  I was in denial. Lost. Barely living.


  I was just going through the motions for two years.


  And then Ren came along, and she changed everything. She parted the clouds and reminded me what sunlight could feel like.


  She set me free.


  But instead of flying, I’ve grounded myself, taking away the one solid piece of happiness in my life.


  I don’t know how to move forward, though. I don’t know how to move past the fear.


  And I sure as fuck don’t know how to live in the same town as Ren.


  It’s been a week since I ran into her at Oliver’s, another week of me avoiding her at all costs. One more week of not seeing the way her eyes light up when she sees me or feeling her small hands skim my waist before fully pulling me into a hug.


  “Are you paying attention?”


  “Huh?” I ask, snapping my eyes to the paper in front of me.


  Annoyed, my dad huffs next to me. “You know what? I’m going to take over.”


  “What?” Panic consumes me. “No.” I shake my head, trying to clear the thoughts of Ren out of my mind, at least for this brief meeting. “I’m sorry, it’s been a rough two weeks, but I’m here, present. I can do this, Dad.”


  He levels me with a questioning glare. “It might sound dramatic, but the success of this booth is important to me. When your mom and I created the Lobster Landing and built it from the ground up, we had dreams of being able to give back to the community, to reinvest in this town that helped create a beautiful place for us to raise our family. Lobster Fest is about giving back. I need you to be present.”


  “I am.” I grip my dad’s shoulder to add reassurance. “I’m present, Dad. This means a lot to me, tooI think more than you know. I want to be the man you can trust to take over your business. I’ve done everything leading up to this point for the Lobster Fest; trust me that I can handle this.”


  He twists his lips to the side, thinking over my words, and finally he says, “You’ve done a great job so far. I’m just nervous.”


  “Don’t be. It’s going to be amazing, Dad. The best booth in town.” I conspiratorially whisper, “By far better than Lobsters and Limerence’s booth.”


  His eyebrows drawn, an irritated look mars my dad’s face. “That two-bit, pathetic excuse for a gift shop from two towns over can go to hell.”


  Lobsters and Limerence is a sore subject. Established three years ago, it tried to model its entire business after the Lobster Landing and failed, providing the town of Coxachy with a cheap imitation not worth your time, but it still chaps my dad’s ass every time the owners come to Port Snow and buy out a booth. The only reason they’re allowed in the festivities is because they pay a hefty vendor fee that goes to preserving our beautiful stone library. But because the Lobster Fest committee is clearly Team Lobster Landing, they stick that booth in the far corner with very low visibility.


  Don’t mess with the Knightlys.


  “Do you know what their booth theme is?” my dad asks, still fuming.


  I chuckle to myself, positive we have them beat. “Yup, and it’s horrible.”


  “Give me a good laugh. What is it?”


  “The Great Pumpkin.”


  “Oh hell.” My dad has a good chuckle, knowing full well that this is the third year in a row they’re trying to pull off their overused theme. “They’re sunk.”


  “No doubt in my mind.”
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  Week three.


  Week fucking three, and as I stand here watching tourists and locals boast about our Lobster Fest booth, all I can think about is . . . how goddamn depressed I am.


  I should be ecstatic, a happy motherfucker that not only did I pull off putting together a booth that will be remembered for years, but it’s been so damn successful that we sold out in the first two hours and have had to bring in reinforcements.


  But none of that matters, because all I can think about is Ren. Is she here? Is she avoiding the festival altogether? Has she even thought about me?


  Has she moved on?


  That last thought makes my stomach clench, a wave of nausea hitting me hard.


  And it doesn’t help that everyone keeps complimenting us on our theme, the theme that Ren thoughtfully came up with and that I played off, or the fact that everyone in town keeps mentioning the new algebra teacher and how our booth is going to give her a warm welcome to Port Snow.


  It’s as if the town is ganging up on me, reminding me what a moronic ass I am.


  “You look pale. Do you need some water?” Jen asks, stepping up next to me.


  I’m standing off to the side, watching our staff expertly work the booth. “I’m good.” I adjust the red and worn-out Lobster Landing hat on my head. “Just taking everything in.” I scan the crowd, looking for a beautiful brunette with green eyes that have haunted my dreams nightly.


  “Are you looking for Ren?”


  “No,” I say too quickly, putting a big, fat label of guilty right on my chest.


  “She’s here.”


  My head whips to the side. “Really?”


  Jen slowly nods, lips thin, eyes cast down. “Yup, saw her looking around. She’s wearing a purple sweater, jeans, and boots. She looks really good.”


  Is Jen trying to torture me?


  Knowing my meddling sister, I’m going to say yes. Yes, she is trying to torture me.


  “That’s good.” My voice squeaks. “I’m glad she’s . . . you know . . .” I dig my hands in my pockets. “Doing well.”


  A pregnant silence falls between us right before Jen says, “You know, you could still be together”


  “Drop it, Jen.”


  “You’re being stubborn.”


  “And you’re being annoying. Leave it the fuck alone.”


  She huffs. “Fine, but good luck when you see her, because I’m pretty sure you’re not going to be happy.”


  Before I can ask her what she means by that, Jen takes off to help Mandy at the cash register.


  Not happy? Hell, I’m already not happy; how could it get any worse? Shaking my head, I turn away from the cider pairing and scan the candle booth across the way, catching a streak of purple in the corner of my eye.


  Because I’m desperate, I look in the direction it came from, and my heart jumps to my throat as I spot Ren, hands in her back pockets, head tilted back, laughing.


  She seems so carefree, happy . . . fulfilled, as if we didn’t just break up.


  From where I stand, I can hear the faint sound of her laugh. It’s soothing to my ears, makes me feel comforted.


  Unabashedly, I study her, the fit of her jeans, the way they cling to her perfect ass, the way her sweater frames her curvy shape, and the soft brown waves of her hair cascading over her shoulders. She’s so goddamn beautiful, so full of life. It makes me think she was rightdespite all the obstacles she’s had to overcome, she’s still living her life without fear, without a dark cloud hanging over her head.


  She’s brave, unapologetic, and so damn inspiring.


  I consider my situation, the spot that I’m in, the curse that seems to be brushing up against me every chance it gets. It consumes me, eats me alive; it’s destroying every moment that I could possibly cherish.


  Fuck.


  I drag my hand over my face, allowing myself a few more minutes to take her in. And that’s when I see it.


  Or more like that’s when I see him.


  Tracker from the fire department.


  His body language says it all; he’s interested in Ren, and he’s turning on the charm as he makes her laugh over and over again. White-hot rage consumes me as my fists curl at my sides, my anger causing me to take a step forward.


  That’s when I feel Jen’s hand against my chest, a warning tone in her whisper. “You can’t do anything about it. Focus on the booth; freak out later. You have a job to do. Get it done, and then worry about Ren after the festival is over.”


  “But . . .”


  “Dad’s watching. Handle. It. Later.”


  Grinding my teeth together, I take a deep breath through my nose and then focus on the booth in front of me. Even if I were to go up to them right now, what the hell would I even say? You can’t date her because . . .


  What? Because I’m a jealous, screwed-up fuck who can’t have her but also doesn’t want her to be with anyone else?


  I can’t possibly say that, even though I desperately want to.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  GRIFFIN


  Knock, knock.


  “What the hell did I say? Go away.”


  “It’s your nephew. I just want to check on my favorite uncle.” A horrible imitation of a small boy’s voice rings through the door.


  “Don’t use your nephew to get to me, Brig. That’s beneath you.”


  Through the wooden door, Brig shouts, “You know, it would be nice of you to at least pretend it’s not me. I’ve been practicing that impression all morning.”


  “It’s shit.” I sip on my beer, a fuzz falling over my alcohol-soaked brain.


  “You know what? This is the last time I’m actually going to check on you.”


  I take another sip of my beer. “Good.”


  “And just so you know, I was a nice guy and brought you your mail. I’m going to set it on the mat. I hope it doesn’t blow away. I think that new credit card you’ve been waiting for came in.”


  Shit. I have been waiting for that damn thing.


  It’s my new business card for the Lobster Landing.


  Yup, credit line of $20,000, and as the new guy in charge, I’m going to need it for ordering supplies.


  A few days after the Lobster Fest, my dad took me out on his fishing dinghy and had a heart-to-heart with me. Told me he was disappointed in me, told me how much of a dumbass I am for believing in a hoax that I’m letting take over my life, and then proceeded to say despite all my idiocies, he couldn’t think of a better person to take over the Lobster Landing.


  On one condition . . .


  That by the end of the year I get my personal life together.


  So looks like for at least the next few months I’ll be in charge, but maybe not any longer, because I don’t foresee myself moving on from this “self-sabotage” streak.


  And no matter how many times I tried to explain the situation to my dad, how I’m actually saving Ren from my destructive paths, his only response was, “You’re a dumbass.”


  I let out a heavy sigh. Got to love the old man for saying what’s on his mind.


  “I’m about to let it go, and it’s really windy out here.”


  Jesus Christ. I make a mental note to complain to my parents about having so many children.


  Standing from the couch, I stumble over toward the door and fling it open. Brig stands on the other side, mail in hand and a disgusted look on his face.


  “Dude, you look sickly.”


  I snatch the mail from his hand and then slam the door shut.


  He knocks lightly. “Might want to take a shower; that smell you’re carrying is putrid.”


  “Fuck off, Brig.”


  I fall back on the couch and toss the mail on the coffee table in front of me. Slouching into the cushions, I’m finishing the rest of my beer when a small light-blue envelope catches my eye.


  I’ve seen that envelope before. Many times. It’s the same blue envelope that’s brought back my past in full force, piercing my heart with a deathly reminder of what I’ve lost.


  Leaning forward, I scatter the rest of the mail to the side and pick up the recognizable envelope, flipping it between my fingers.


  Familiar handwriting, a comforting script.


  A well-known address I’ve spent many nights at.


  A desperation to reach out to me that comes like clockwork every month.


  Ren’s parting words to me ring through my head. After what I’ve been through, I had the courage to try something new, to open my soul to you and give you everything I have.


  She had the courage to move across the country; where the hell is mine?


  It was stolen away from me the minute I lost Claire.


  I turned from the confident, easygoing man I once was into a cautious worrier, someone who isn’t truly living but just going through the motions, never experiencing anything, just breathing.


  But when Ren came along, my life changed. I saw a glimpse of what it could be, of the happiness I could achieve. And yet I took it all away from myself.


  Well, guess what, Griffin? You’re hurting me right now, and the pain is way worse than any two-by-four.


  The pain is debilitating.


  Suffocating.


  The fear consumes me; it’s eating me alive.


  I flip the card over in my hand and slip my finger under the flap, making a small tear in the seal. The sound of the paper ripping open makes me feel like my heart is tearing open at the same time.


  Maybe it’s because I’m drunk, or maybe it’s because I’m desperate for any sense of comfort from this blinding pain I’m suffering from, but I find my finger working its way all the way through the seal, popping the envelope open.


  I set my beer bottle down and slip the card out of the envelope. White and plain, nothing but a W on the front. Having never once opened one of Kathy’s letters, I have no idea what might be inside. Stupidity and curiosity collide, forcing me to open the card.


  There isn’t much written inside, just one sentence followed by her signature.


  Please call me, Griffin.Kathy.


  The comfort of the couch cushion surrounds me as I lean back, contemplating my next move.


  Call me. It’s a simple request, one I’m sure she’s asked many times. One I’m sure she’s desperate for me to fulfill.


  And because I’m an emotional and erratic asshole right now, I pick up my phone and type out a text.


  Griffin: Hey, Kathy. It’s Griffin. Are you free tomorrow?


  I toss my phone to the other side of my couch and close my eyes, allowing the tears that rise to the brim of my eyelids to fall down my cheeks.


  It’s time.
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  I knock on the door in front of me, a wave of nerves trying to propel my body in the other direction.


  Flee. Flee right now, my heart screams at me, but my brain tells my feet to stay put. If anything, I owe it to Kathy to be here.


  The sound of footsteps nearing the door skyrockets my nerves into panic mode, and just before I’m about to bolt, the door swings open, and an older version of the woman I used to know appears, still wearing her typical turtlenecks and sweaters. Her face is weathered, her hair gray; I wonder just how many years were taken off her life by the loss of her daughter.


  “Griffin,” she says on a surprised sigh, “I’m so happy you’re here. Please, come in.”


  Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I take a step into her modest house, decorated in mauve and light-blue tones. She pulls me into a gentle hug before letting me go to shut the door.


  Immediately my eyes fall on a picture of Claire on our wedding day. Her head thrown back, a smile on her face, it’s a candid shot, one I’ve cherished just like Kathy. It’s the kind of smile that reflects the beauty of her soul. Claire was always so happy and carefree; it was hard not to be in a good mood around her.


  “Please, take a seat. Can I get you anything to drink?”


  “Water,” I croak out, my throat dry all of a sudden. “Water would be great, thank you.”


  She pats my hand and then makes her way to the kitchen, where I hear her fill up two water glasses. She returns in no time, not giving me much of a chance to look around, not that I really want to. The memories hurt too much. Hell, being here, in the familiar scent of the environment Claire grew up in, just about breaks my heart into a million unfixable pieces.


  Kathy takes a seat and cuts straight to the chase. “Did you ever read any of my letters before yesterday?”


  That would be a negative.


  I left her phone calls unanswered and her letters unread. Her invitation to visit never was accepted. I blocked this woman out of my life, too ashamed to show my face around her.


  Feeling nervous and embarrassed, I shake my head.


  She nods. “So you didn’t answer my phone calls or read my letters.”


  “Kathy.” I let out a heavy breath. “I wasn’t in a good place. I felt”


  “Like you were the reason why my daughter died, right?”


  Mouth agape, I sit there, shocked. Fuck, the last thing I would have wanted was for Kathy to hear about the trip to New Orleans.


  “You don’t have to answer. I know that’s what you think.” She sets her water down on the coffee table. “You might not have talked to me, but I’ve stayed in touch with your mom and sister. And I’m going to be frank with you. You’re an idiot.”


  Uh, this isn’t the sweet and kind Kathy I know. Then again, ignoring someone for over two years could possibly irritate them.


  “You know I love you, Griffin. You’re like the son I never had. So that’s how I’m going to treat you now, by giving you a bit of a lecture.” She clears her throat. “After Claire passed, I had the doctors and the coroner search for the reason she was taken away from us so young. You were lost in your own grief, but I needed a reason. If you had read the letters or answered the phone calls or listened to the voice mails from the doctors, you would have found out quickly that Claire’s heart attack was unavoidable.”


  Every muscle in my body stiffens as I struggle to comprehend what she’s saying.


  “I knew you were carrying Claire’s death heavily on your shoulders, so I dug deep, not only for you but for my peace of mind.” She takes a deep breath. “Claire had thick blood, a condition called hypercoagulability, and we were never aware of it. The healthiest people can have very thick blood, which can cause an onslaught of issues. In Claire’s case, it formed a blood clot in her heart and caused her heart attack. Even if you had been there to give her CPR, she wouldn’t have made it. There was nothing anyone could have done. Losing Claire was inevitable, Griffin. This curse you believe in, this black magic you think dictates your lifeit’s all in your head. For Claire, the timing was unfortunate, but no matter what, even if you’d never run into that palm reader, Claire would have passed. This is not on you.”


  Tears well up in my eyes, and for a moment, I swear I feel someone behind me, as if Claire is there, encouraging me to accept this. I miss her so goddamn much, but it’s time. The clouds above me start to part, realization hitting me square in the chest.


  “The only curse I see is you not living your life to the fullest, and that’s a shame. You’re a good man with so much to offer. I would hate to see you walk away from someone who brings you joy for the first time in years.”


  I press my palms to my eyes, my emotions getting the best of me. “It was an unavoidable blood clot?”


  “Yes, sweetie.” Kathy’s voice softens. “There is nothing you could have done, nothing anyone could have done, for that matter. Please stop blaming yourself for something you had nothing to do with.”


  Fuck, this is hard to process.


  For so long, I’ve taken the blame; I’ve shouldered the responsibility of losing Claire. I ignored her mom; I ignored the doctors. I shut off that side of my life, convinced I was to blame.


  But Ren was right; the only curse I’m facing is self-sabotage, letting it take over every aspect of my life and cutting myself off from one of the greatest things I’ve ever experienced: Ren’s love.


  It isn’t until your mind has matured that the weight of this curse will forever be cured.


  Shit.


  Not taking the blame, letting go of the responsibility for Claire’s deaththat’s where my mind matures. That’s where I can start living again.


  And just like that, a weight lifts off my shoulders, like air was just breathed into my lungs, reinvigorating me.


  “Holy shit.” I stand, gripping my forehead, everything falling into place, clear as day. “What the hell have I done?”


  “You’ve acted like an idiot, sweetie,” Kathy answers with a smile. “If you’d just talked to me, instead of shutting me out of your life . . .”


  “Fuck, I’m sorry.” I pull her to her feet and wrap her in a bear hug. “I’m so sorry, Kathy. I was just . . . lost.”


  “I know.” She squeezes me tightly. “But I think you need to find your way again, and this girl your sister told me all about, Ren, she seems really special. There is no doubt in my mind that Claire was the one who brought you two together. She’s always liked a moose on the side of the road.” Kathy’s voice catches, even as she leans back and winks at me.


  “She did.” I chuckle and release Kathy, pushing my hands through my hair as I blink back tears. “I don’t know what to do.”


  “I can think of a few things,” Kathy says. “Take a shower, shave, and get your ass to Ren’s house, ready to beg and plead to win her back.”


  That makes me smile, because it almost sounded like Claire just said that rather than her mom.
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  I wait impatiently for Ren to answer the door, my nerves eating away at my stomach.


  I spent another hour reminiscing with Kathy before she told me to go make myself presentable.


  I’m going to have to thank her later . . . for everything.


  My mind is still processing everything that Kathy told me, but one simple fact played on repeat for the rest of my visit.


  Claire would have passed either way. This is not on you.


  Those words, that validationI’ve had it all along but could never bring myself to hear it. Never once tried to listen to anyone but the demon inside of me eating away at my soul.


  But now, fuck, now I feel like everything has been answered for me. The doubt and the fearI don’t have to play into them anymore. The demons in my head are finally silent.


  The lock clicks, and my palms grow sweaty as Ren opens the door. She’s in her pajamas, makeup no longer on her face, leaving her fresh and beautiful. She pulls on the long sleeves of her shirt and shifts on her feet.


  “Griffin, what are you doing here?”


  “Can we talk?”


  She presses her head against the door, looking deflated. “I can’t keep going around in circles with you”


  “I love you, Ren.”


  Her eyes shoot up to mine, her mouth dropping open.


  I planned on telling her in a more intimate setting, some place way more romantic than her doorstep with a pound of awkward settled between us. But I couldn’t wait, not at the sight of her face.


  “You . . . you what?”


  I step forward, taking her hand in mine. “I love you, Ren, and I want to be with you.” I pull her to my chest. “You were right: the only curse I was facing was the fear and doubt I carried in my mind. I was too damn nervous to lose you, too afraid of anything happening to you, and I pushed you away when I should have held you closer.”


  I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, watching as her eyes fill with tears, a smile pulling at her kissable lips.


  “I should have known when I pulled you out of your car that you were going to rock my world. You’ve infiltrated my life in the best way possible. You’re so beautiful in every way, and brave. Brave enough to take on one of the infamous Knightly brothers.”


  “A decision I was regretting a few minutes ago.” She chuckles and wipes away her tears.


  “I might have taken a roundabout way to figure it out, but I want to be with you, Ren. I want you in my life, forever.”


  She stands on her toes and cups my cheeks with both hands, her eyes fixed on mine. “I want you in my life forever as well, Griffin.”


  I close the space left between us and take her lips with mine, relief washing over me as we deepen our connection. I walk her backward into the house and shut the door behind me with a kick of my leg. I don’t need this in the newspaper tomorrow.


  I can see the headline now:


  NEW GIRL BREAKS THE CURSE!


  I’d rather hold this moment close to my heart, keeping it just between us. There is always tomorrow for everyone to find out; tonight is only for us.


  How does the saying go? “’Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all”?


  Losing Claire, losing Renthey’re not comparable, and yet they felt the same. The heartache, the deep absence, the inability to function without thinking about them.


  And I hate to admit it, but the old crone down in New Orleans was right: only when my mind had matured would the curse be cured.


  Fuck if it didn’t take one hell of a road to mature, but with Ren in my arms, her lips on mine, I couldn’t be happier to have made it.


  EPILOGUE


  GRIFFIN


  “This party is dope.” Reid grips me by the shoulders and shakes me.


  “Will you keep your voice down? Jesus Christ, dude, how is it going to be a surprise if you keep shouting?” I whisper from between my teeth.


  The backyard is scattered with all of our closest friendsa number that was difficult to pare down, so there are more people here than I would have wanted. I hope Ren isn’t overwhelmed. But then we’ve been dating solidly for two months, and we’ve been the newspaper headlines for at least five weeks out of those two months. I’m pretty sure she can’t be overwhelmed any more.


  The weather has been unseasonably warm the last two weeks, so when I was planning this party, I gambled on the weather staying nice, and thankfully it has, because I couldn’t imagine not having the party outside, where Ren loves to listen to the ocean hit the rocks.


  “She’s not here yet. I can be loud.”


  “She’s a minute away, asshole, and our voices bounce off the woods.”


  “Did you hear that?” Reid shouts. “Everyone be quietshe’s a minute away.”


  I grind my teeth together and slap my hand over Reid’s mouth, hissing in his ear. “I swear to God, man, you’re a second from being thrown into the ocean.” From under my hand he chuckles, driving me crazy all over again.


  Brig tiptoes over to us, holding his drink out in front of him. “What’s happening?” he whispers. “Is she here?”


  “No.” I push Reid toward him. “But keep your brother away from me before I blast him through the woods.”


  “Don’t be a dick,” Brig chastises, pushing Reid into Rogan as he walks toward us. Rogan gives Reid a death glare, which actually seems to calm the asshole down, at least for now. Brig leans in close to me, a huge smile on his face. “Can I just say, this is super fucking romantic, this whole party.” He raises his eyebrows. “Are you dropping down on one knee tonight?”


  “Fuck no,” I answer as quickly as possible. It’s not that I don’t want to marry Ren. In fact, the minute I know it’s right, I’m going to take the opportunity to fully make her mine. No, I’m not proposing tonight because there is no way in hell I would do it in front of half the town.


  Nope.


  When I propose, it’s going to be private and keep us out of the Port Snow headlines for as long as possible.


  “You don’t have to be so blunt.”


  “I’m not doing it in front of all of you fools.”


  Brigs shakes my shoulder, surprise on his face. “But you’re going to do it?”


  I drag my hand over my face. “Jesus Christ, go stand with your other brother. Please.”


  “If I wasn’t so excited, I would be insulted that you’re putting me in the same box as Reid.”


  “She’s here,” Jen whispers, making her way into the backyard from the front of the house. “Everyone quiet.”


  Silence falls over the group as the first light in the house switches on.


  A month ago, Ren moved into my house. It took some convincing, because she loved being so close to the beach, but I argued that living three houses farther from the water was still damn close. After two days of putting it off, she finally relented and moved in with me.


  And even though she won’t admit it, I know she likes that my backyard backs up into woods, a nice change from the rental, whose backyard opened up to the house behind her, affording not much privacy at all. And boy, do we need the privacy.


  “Griff?” Ren calls out, making her way to the kitchen, the room that connects with the deck.


  “Out here, baby.” She steps outside just as my dad flips on the outdoor lights we set up.


  In unison, we all shout, “Surprise!” and scare my girl right out of her shoes.


  Hand to her heart, a look of utter shock on her face, she nervously laughs as I hop up on the deck and pull her into my arms.


  “Happy birthday, babe,” I murmur into her ear, my arms circling her waist. “Are you surprised?”


  “You could say that.” She chuckles and pulls away just enough to look me in the eyes. “Did you plan this all on your own?”


  I glance around the backyard filled with our family and friends. “I wish I could say I did, but it was a town effort. They love you, and I can’t blame them.” I place a soft kiss on her lips right before everyone approaches, giving Ren hugs and asking if she was surprised.


  With my hand in her back pocket, keeping her as close as possible, I watch as she beams with joy, hugs every single person, thanking them for coming, and jokes around with my brothers, throwing in her jabs whenever she gets a chance.


  Fuck, I couldn’t love this woman any more.


  After a good ten minutes of people greeting her and Ren taking in the strung lights, the wood benches surrounding a firepit, and the copious amounts of food my parents prepared, she finally makes her way to the gigantic box that’s been sitting in the grass, off to the right, waiting to be opened.


  When she examines the wrapping, she quirks an eyebrow at me. “Are those little moose all over that box?”


  “Did you not take in the theme?” I motion to the party. “Moose napkins, moose antlers, moose hats.”


  She blinks a few times and chuckles. “I was so consumed by thanking people and scoping out the food that I didn’t even notice. Did you throw me a moose-themed birthday party?”


  “I thought it was only fitting.” I kiss the side of her head. “Now open your present.”


  She eyes the huge box, defeat already in her eyes. “How do you expect me to unwrap this monster?”


  I lean down and hold up two giant ribbons attached to the box. “Just pull on these.”


  Skeptically, she gives me a once-over. “What are you hiding under here, Griffin Knightly? Another house?”


  “Just open it and find out.”


  Everyone surrounds us as Ren pulls on the thick ribbons, yanking with all her might to reveal her birthday present.


  The sides of the box collapse, and she gasps as she takes in what’s been hiding all this time.


  “My car!” She runs up to it and starts taking it all in. “Oh my gosh, my car is finally done.”


  “Sorry about the wait.” Brig steps in. “Griff wanted to surprise you, so we spent a little bit longer with it. But we polished her up nice, put in a new airbag and radiator. She’s a well-oiled machine, ready to take on another moose.”


  “This is wonderful, thank you.” Ren throws her arms around Brig’s neck and gives him a giant hug. He smiles wickedly at me as he squeezes her tight.


  I don’t take too long in breaking them up. “All right, all right. It was my idea after all. If it were up to Brig, your car would still be in the shop.”


  “Lies,” he spouts off. “We have impeccable service at the shop. Sorry that I was playing matchmaker trying to get you two together.”


  I roll my eyes and link my hand with Ren’s, bringing her closer to the car, where she can get a better look.


  “It’s perfect. Thank you so much, Griffin. This must have cost a fortune.”


  “Not when my brother is the owner.” I wink. It was a lot, but she’s worth it. “Did you catch the license plate?”


  “No.” She smiles and then goes to the hood of the car, where she reads the license plate out loud. “Moose Me.” She chuckles and shakes her head. “Please, I don’t want any moose to ‘moose’ me anytime soon.”


  I pull her in close, the scent of her perfume like a beautiful summer day. “Don’t worry, babe. If a moose went suicidal on you again, I would save you, your bloody-head, bra-wearing self.”


  She cups my cheek. “I think that’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me.” She presses her lips against mine, and I show no shame in slipping my tongue into her mouth in front of everyone.


  And neither does she.


  Because if we’re going to show up in the headlines again, might as well make it a good one.


  PORT SNOW’S IT COUPLE TONGUES EACH OTHER AT PARTY.


  Hell, I would read that story.
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  “Having a good time?” I whisper into Ren’s ear. We’re sitting by the backyard firepit as the party dies down. Ren’s back is to my chest, and I have my arms wrapped around her, holding her close. Once the sun set, a chill fell over the party, reminding us of the fall season.


  She nods. “An amazing time. Thank you so much for putting this together. Did your dad really make that chocolate-black-cherry cake from scratch?”


  “He did. It’s his go-to for birthdays.”


  “It was incredibly good. He should think about selling that at the Landing.”


  I shush her quickly before my dadwho’s sitting about ten feet awaycan hear her. “Watch it,” I warn her. “He’s been wanting to sell cakes for a while, but it’s just one more thing to add to the list.”


  “I bet they would sell.”


  “Ren.”


  “What?” She giggles and shifts to the left, giving me a beautiful view of her face lit up by the campfire. “You don’t want me telling him I think his cakes could be a hit?”


  “Not if you want to sleep in the same bed as me.”


  Her mouth drops open. “You wouldn’t.”


  I slowly nod. “Yes, I would, and I wouldn’t feel bad about it.”


  “You’re a gutsy man, Knightly, to even think about taking away bedroom privileges.”


  “Oh, I would make you sleep on that couch so fast.”


  “You would not.” She tickles my side.


  I capture her hands in mine and quickly lower my mouth to hers. Just like ice cream on a hot day, she melts into my hold, opening her mouth ever so slightly to tease me with her tongue. I groan and pull back, glancing around the diminishing party. “Maybe we call it a night, and I give you your other birthday gift.” I wiggle my eyebrows, which she quickly stops with her hand to my forehead.


  “Don’t be lame, Griffin.”


  “That’s lame?”


  “It’s a lame line; you know you can do better than that.”


  “Yeah, but I don’t want to.” I lean down and nuzzle her neck. “What do you say? Call it a night with me?”


  She scans the backyard and shakes her head. “There are too many people here still; it would be obvious why we’re calling it a night.”


  “Ah, come on. Where’s your adventurous spirit? We did have sex for the first time on the beach for anyone to see.”


  “Griffin.” She hushes me. “We’re trying to tamp down that rumor.”


  I chuckle in her ear. “Still can’t believe someone saw us.”


  “We’re not talking about it.” She leans back against me and rests her head on my shoulder. “Do you know what I want to talk about?”


  “What’s that?” I kiss the side of her head.


  “Who that girl is over there with the red hair and killer legs.”


  I know exactly who she’s talking about; I don’t need to look up to confirm. Only a week ago, she came crashing into Port Snow, flipping one person’s life upside down.


  “Harper Sanders.”


  “Do you know her?”


  I nod. “Yup, she grew up here. I heard she had a bad breakup and decided to move back. Her dad is the lighthouse keeper, so she’s helping him take care of the three we have here in town.”


  “Is she nice?”


  “She was back in high school.” I watch Harper talk quietly with Rylee out by the trees. “I’m not sure now. She hasn’t spoken to our family at all, but I don’t blame her.”


  “Why?” Ren holds my hands as she studies Harper.


  “Because she was supposed to marry Rogan.”


  Stunned, Ren turns around and faces me. “What do you mean?”


  “High school sweethearts like me and Claire, engaged in college, and then after Rogan’s accident, everything went sour. Rogan was unbearable, a ruthless asshole, and he took it out on her. He broke up their engagement and dropped out of college. He moved back to Port Snow and built his life here, without her.”


  “That’s . . . so sad. Is that why he left the party early?”


  “Yup. He can’t be around her.”


  “Is it that bad?”


  I nod. “Yeah, and it doesn’t help that he’s still in love with her.”
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