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            Chapter One

         

         Sean Carmichael balanced the canoe paddle on his knees, scanned the lake and sandy shoreline, and lingered on the cottage hugged by tall pine trees.

         “Dad?” Ty brought the rental canoe alongside his. The white Carmichael’s logo gleamed with fresh paint. “You want to deliver this canoe to the Gibbs place or sit in the middle of the lake all afternoon?” His fifteen-year-old son flashed a teasing grin.

         “Just waiting for you to catch up,” Sean teased back.

         “Race you?” Ty’s blue eyes twinkled.

         “Sure.”

         Shadow, their black Lab wedged into the hull, thumped her tail as Sean dipped the paddle and the canoe shot forward through the pristine water of the Vermont lake. Twenty feet from shore, Sean slowed to let Ty cruise past him.

         Ty scrambled out of the canoe and waited for him in knee-deep water. He pinned Sean with an accusing look. “You gotta stop doing that.”

         “What?” Sean jumped out of his canoe and dragged it to the sandy beach. Shadow loped by and splashed Sean’s board shorts and T-shirt.

         “Letting me win.” Ty pulled the other canoe onto the beach, then fisted his hands in his T-shirt. Big broad hands like Sean’s that could already do a man’s work. “I’m almost sixteen. I’m not a kid anymore.”

         “I know.” Sean swallowed a sigh.

         “Some car.” Ty pointed to a black BMW parked by the cottage under the pines. “New people renting the Gibbs place this summer?”

         “Not that I heard.” Sean tugged on his baseball cap to shield his face from the July sun. Not much ever changed in this little corner of Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom.

         Ty tossed a stick for Shadow to chase. “Why’s it called the Gibbs place anyway? There’ve never been any Gibbses around Firefly Lake.”

         “Not since you’d remember.” No Gibbs had been back here in years. Eighteen years, if anybody was counting. Which Sean wasn’t. “We better get a move on. After we deliver this rental, we have to paddle back and do some more work on the racing canoe before your mom picks you up.”

         “I’ve got other stuff I want to do. Can’t the work wait till tomorrow? Or I could call Mom and ask her to pick me up later.” Ty’s voice was hopeful.

         “Sorry, but no. Your mom likes to keep to a schedule.” And his ex-wife’s schedule was the kind Sean had never managed to live up to. “Besides, the work can’t wait until tomorrow. We made a commitment to the customer.”

         Ty’s mouth flattened into a stubborn line. “You made a commitment to the customer, not me.”

         Sean grabbed one end of the rental canoe and Ty the other, lifting it above their heads. “You’re as much a part of this business as me.”

         “What if I want something else?” Ty’s voice was sharp.

         Sean’s chest got heavy as worry for his son sparked memories of what—and who—he’d once wanted. “I have a good life here. All I want is for you to have a good life too. This business is part of our family. I wanted to take on Carmichael’s when I was your age.”

         “I’m not you.”

         “I know you’re not, but unless you talk to me, how will I know who you are or what you want?” Sean stopped by the patch of grass in front of the cottage, and he and Ty eased the canoe to the ground.

         “Whatever.” Ty clumped up the steps to the wide porch. White clapboard walls rose behind to a second story.

         Sean bit back the frustrated words he might have said before he pushed his son away. He couldn’t lose Ty. His father and grandfather were the past, but his son was the future. The future of the business they’d built together. A legacy.

         Following Ty, he rapped on the screen door. A radio inside was tuned to a news station, and light footsteps tapped down the hall. “Son, I want the best for you—”

         “Uh, Dad.” Ty’s voice cracked.

         Sean’s head jerked up and the world fell away.

         A girl in her early teens stood on the other side of the half-open door. She wore an aqua bikini top with a white sarong tied around her hips. And she had long brown hair and big brown eyes like melted chocolate drops.

         Sean took a step back and bumped into Ty. No, it couldn’t be Charlie Gibbs because Charlie was seven months younger than Sean. But she had Charlie’s face and hair and those eyes that had always seen straight through him.

         Forgetting the past was up there with all the other things Sean was good at. Except, sometimes, that past caught him when he least expected.

         “Can I help you?” The girl had a slow drawl, Southern definitely, Texas maybe.

         Ty edged forward, and there was a smile of pure masculine appreciation on his son’s face. “I’m Ty Carmichael, and this is my dad. Somebody here rented a canoe from us.” He pulled off his fishing hat and stuck it into the back pocket of his shorts. “We own Carmichael’s, the marina and boatyard next door.”

         “I’m Naomi Connell.” The girl smiled back and showed a mouthful of braces. “I don’t know anything about a canoe rental.”

         “Maybe your dad booked it?” Sean’s voice was higher, like it belonged to some other guy.

         Naomi studied him. “My dad’s not here, but I can ask my—”

         “No!” Sean broke in. “If there’s been a mistake, my brother will pick the canoe up later.” Sweat trickled down his back, beneath his shirt.

         Naomi quirked an eyebrow, and what was left of Sean’s heart, the heart Charlie had ripped out of his chest and shredded, thudded against his ribs.

         Inside the cottage the radio stopped. “Who’s at the door?” It was a woman’s voice, and her words were clipped. An accent Sean couldn’t place. His stomach churned.

         Naomi, the girl who was and wasn’t Charlie, spoke back into the shadowy hall where beach bags and summer shoes were piled in an untidy heap. “Some guys are here about a canoe rental.”

         She turned again to Sean and Ty and opened the door wider. “You want to come inside? We made iced tea.” A smile flowered across Naomi’s face. A smile that was sweet, innocent, and so much like Charlie’s it made Sean’s heart ache.

         “Sure.” Ty’s smile broadened. “Iced tea sounds great.” He shook sand off his feet and moved toward Naomi as if pulled by a magnetic force.

         “We have to get going.” Sean grabbed Shadow’s collar as the dog nosed her way into the cottage.

         “Sean?”

         He froze, and the past he’d spent eighteen years forgetting slammed into him.

         Charlie’s brown eyes met his, surrounded by the thick, dark lashes that had always reminded him of two little fans spread across her face when her eyes were closed. Instead of being laughter-filled like he remembered, though, her eyes were wary, framed by brown hair cut into an angular bob, which sharpened her heart-shaped face.

         “Charlie.” He forced her name out through numb lips. Above loose white pants, her lemon tank top molded to her lush curves like a second skin. His body stirred, and awareness of her, and everything they’d once meant to each other, crashed through him.

         She gave him a bland, untouchable smile. The kind her mom and sister had perfected. Not a smile he’d ever expected to see on Charlie’s face. “It’s good to see you again.”

         “Really?” Sean drew in a breath.

         Charlie’s smile slipped. “We were friends.”

         “Friends?” Sean caught her dark gaze and held it. Her jaw was tight, but her skin was burnished like a ripe peach.

         Shadow strained forward, tail wagging a greeting.

         “It’s been a long time.” Her voice was cool, but when she bent to pat the dog her hand shook.

         Sean opened his dry-as-tinder mouth and closed it again before he said something stupid. Something he’d regret. In that time, he’d built a life. And the girl who’d been his best friend, his first love, and his whole world wasn’t part of it.

         He glanced at his son and Naomi where he and Charlie had once stood, Charlie tilting her face up to his for a good-night kiss. His stomach knotted at the look on Ty’s face. Long ago, he’d looked at Charlie that way. Like she was the prettiest girl in the world. The only girl in the world for him.

         “Let us know what you want to do about the canoe.” Even though his pulse sped up, his voice was as cool as Charlie’s as he pulled the rental agreement from the pocket of his shorts and held it out. He was thirty-six, not eighteen, and he’d made sure he never thought about those good-night kisses or any other memories he’d buried deep.

         Charlie took the paper at arm’s length. “I’m sure there’s an explanation for the order.”

         “Ty?” He inclined his head toward his son.

         “But, Dad—”

         “No.”

         With a last look at Naomi, Ty vaulted over the porch railing and landed on the ground below.

         Sean turned, his steps deliberate. This time he planned on being the one who walked away.

         
              

         

         Sean Carmichael looked good, too good, and he was as self-contained as always. Unlike her. Charlie sucked in a deep breath against the volcano of emotion that threatened to erupt from her chest.

         “Auntie Charlotte?” Naomi whispered. “Are you okay?”

         “Fine, honey.” The comforting lie she’d make herself believe. She forced her feet to walk across the porch and stop by the railing. “Sean?” Firefly Lake was a small town. She’d have to face him sooner or later and tell him a truth she’d rather avoid. At least one of them.

         He paused at the bottom of the steps, and his big body stiffened. “What?” Voice tight, he half turned, his dark-blue eyes fixed on her in the way that had always unnerved her because she was sure he could tell what she was thinking.

         “Wait.” She scanned the piece of paper he’d given her.

         “Why?” The black dog by his side looked at her and then back at Sean, eyes wise.

         “The rental’s fine.” She wouldn’t fall apart. Even though the sight of him almost brought her to her knees. “Can your son leave the canoe in the boathouse? Naomi will get the key and help him.”

         He glanced at Ty. The boy had Sean’s sandy-blond hair, thick, rumpled like he’d just rolled out of bed. He had Sean’s height, but his eyes were a lighter blue, his face thinner. The memory of what might have been squeezed her heart.

         In profile, Sean’s nose still had the bump from where he’d broken it playing hockey the winter he’d turned sixteen, but his sensuous mouth was bracketed by fine lines, no longer the face of the boy she’d known.

         “Of course.” Sean’s eyes were shuttered. Like Charlie was any other customer.

         Naomi darted into the cottage and reappeared seconds later holding the boathouse key by its red cord. “Auntie Charlotte?” She looked at Ty and tossed her hair over her shoulders.

         “Please unlock the boathouse and then wait on the beach.” The past reared up and choked Charlie and made it hard to breathe. It reminded her of when she’d been a girl like Naomi and head over heels in love with Sean. Her whole life ahead of her, no mistakes yet. No regrets either.

         “Sure.” Naomi skipped down the steps.

         “Auntie Charlotte?” Sean rested one bare foot against the bottom step, his legs muscular and dusted with dark-blond hair. At eighteen, he’d still been lanky, but now he was a man, all lean, long-limbed magnetic strength.

         “Naomi is Mia’s daughter. You remember my sister?” Charlie’s legs trembled, and she wrapped a hand around the porch railing to steady herself.

         “Yes.” Sean’s voice was deeper than she remembered, rougher, with an edge to it that set her nerve ends tingling. “But Charlotte? You hated that name.”

         “People change.” When she’d left Firefly Lake, she’d left Charlie behind and turned herself into Charlotte. A person who wasn’t the scared girl she’d been, who’d convinced herself she’d made the only choice she could.

         Sean tapped one foot on the step. “If you say so.”

         “Ty, your son?” Her tongue tripped over the words. “You and your wife must be proud of him.” She pushed away the stab of pain sparked by the thought of Sean’s wife. Pain as sharp as it was unexpected.

         “He’s a good kid.” Sean’s expression softened to give her a glimpse of the boy he’d been. “He’s working with me for the summer.”

         “You’ve done some building.” Charlie gestured toward the beach that narrowed at the point, still framed by the trees and rolling hills she remembered from childhood summers. Carmichael’s was on the other side, and an unfamiliar tin roof glinted in the sun.

         “We put in a new workshop last year. I built a house there a while ago too. Moved out from town.” Sean smoothed the bill of his ball cap, and Charlie couldn’t help but notice there wasn’t a wedding ring on his fourth finger.

         Sean must be married. He had a son and he’d always been a conventional guy. Loyal and true. Her heart twisted tighter and there was a sour taste in her mouth. “So you stayed here.”

         “I always wanted to take on Carmichael’s.” Sean paused. “But since we’re taking this trip down memory lane, what about you? Did you get what you wanted?”

         When you ran out on me and on us. The words he didn’t say hung heavy between them.

         “I’m a foreign correspondent for the Associated Press, based in London, but I travel all over. Wherever the next story is, I go.” It was the life she wanted and had worked hard to get. And she loved it. At least until four months ago.

         “You always wanted to see the world.” Sean’s voice was flat.

         “Yeah, I did.” She looked at the beach where Ty and Naomi tossed a Frisbee. The dog darted between them. Naomi laughed at something Ty said and he laughed too, Sean’s laugh.

         Charlie’s stomach rolled. She had to get a grip. Focus on who she was now, not who she’d been. She wasn’t looking at herself and Sean on that beach.

         “Must be an exciting life.” Sean’s voice had an edge of steel.

         Excitement wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Charlie’s hands were clammy. She sat on one of the Adirondack chairs Mia had found in the shed and crossed her right leg over her left. Her pants covered the scar tissue that stretched from her left knee to her ankle. “It pays the bills.” But there wasn’t much left over to save for the future and she wasn’t getting any younger.

         “Charlotte…” He hesitated, and the name he’d never called her rang in her ears. “Why are you here?” His eyes narrowed into blue slits, framed by spiky lashes several shades darker than his hair. “You could have put that canoe in the boathouse as easy as Ty.”

         Her heart thudded, a dull throb that hurt more than the ache in her leg. “I didn’t expect you to turn up on the doorstep, but since you did, I don’t want you to hear this in town.”

         “Hear what?” He tugged on his T-shirt and smoothed it over a still-taut stomach, although his shoulders were bigger, the muscles more defined.

         “Mia and I and her two girls, we’re here for a month to sell the cottage.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. Selling was the right choice, the only choice.

         “Your folks, they…” Sean yanked off his hat and sat sideways to face her on the middle step, the weathered boards creaking under his weight.

         She nodded. The only sounds were the buzz of the cicadas and the whisper of the wind in the pines.

         “I’m sorry.” His voice was gruff.

         “We lost Mom last Christmas. Cancer.” Charlie blinked as tears pricked the backs of her eyes.

         “That’s rough.” He paused for a heartbeat. “My condolences. My mom will be sad to hear about your mother.”

         And the cottage was her last tangible link with her mom, and the place Charlie had always thought of as home. It was the only constant in her life after the summer she’d turned ten and they’d left Montreal for her dad’s new job in Boston. But she had to be practical. The money from the cottage sale would secure that future she worried about.

         Sean put his hat back on and looked out at the lake. “What about your dad?”

         “He died five years ago.” Charlie shivered. “He had a heart attack on the golf course.”

         “My dad went like that a little over a year ago. Over in the marina.” Sean’s voice caught and he tented his hands on his knees, the strong, capable hands that had taught her how to paddle a canoe and build a campfire. Hands that had comforted her when she’d been scared of the bear with the sharp yellow teeth Mia told her lived in the boathouse. And hands that had loved her and taught her how to love back.

         “He was a good man, your dad.” Honest, upright, and devoted to his family. Everything Charlie’s dad wasn’t.

         “He had a good life.” Sean gave her a brief smile. “Even though he went too soon, he went doing what he loved, with the family he loved around him. A man couldn’t ask for more.” His face changed, tenderness wiped away, and a muscle worked in his jaw. “You’re here to sell the cottage.”

         “Yes.” She’d made her decision and wouldn’t go back on it now that she was here. “It’s the last piece of Mom’s estate.” All the beauty, vibrancy, and love that had been her mom reduced to a dry sheaf of papers.

         “You could have sold the cottage from anywhere.” Sean’s voice rasped.

         Charlie hugged herself. “This place was special to Mom. I owe it to her to come back one last time.” Maybe she owed it to herself too.

         “There should be a lot of interest.” Sean got up from the step. “It’s the biggest cottage on Firefly Lake. Since it’s only a few hours from Burlington and Montreal, it’s easy to get here on weekends. Even from Boston like you did. It’ll be sold before you know it, and you’ll be back on a plane.”

         Charlie pushed herself out of the chair and stood. “We might not sell it in the way you think. You see, there’s a developer interested.”

         “A developer?” Sean moved toward her so fast Charlie rocked against the porch railing. Pain radiated up her leg.

         “They haven’t made us an offer yet, but they’re talking about a tasteful little resort.” Pinned between Sean and the railing, the top of her head level with his broad chest, Charlie reminded herself to breathe. She’d forgotten how big Sean was, how male. “They’d give us a good price.”

         “What do you mean a good price?” Sean’s expression hardened. “Firefly Lake hasn’t changed in generations. People come here because it hasn’t changed.”

         “A resort development won’t change things much.” Charlie avoided his gaze.

         Sean’s laugh was harsh. “You really believe that? Everywhere else, life has sped up, everybody rushing without knowing what they’re rushing to or why. Here things stay pretty much the same. At least the same in the ways that matter. Don’t you care about keeping it that way?”

         “Yes, but in this economy not as many people are buying summer cottages.” Her heart raced, and she pressed a hand to her chest. “Besides, Vermont has legislation to protect the landscape, and developers have to meet certain criteria before they can get a building permit.”

         “Keep renting the cottage out until the economy gets better.” His blue eyes blazed with the anger she’d only seen once before. “That seemed to work fine for the last eighteen years. Don’t talk to me about some law. You can’t sell all this to a developer.” He raised an arm to take in the cottage, the forest behind it, the beach and the lake, hazy blue in the afternoon sun.

         “That’s not your decision to make. I need to let the cottage go.” And she needed to forget about sentiment and think with her head, not her heart. Let the past go and use the money she’d get for the cottage to live the rest of her life, a life she’d almost lost.

         “You were good at that weren’t you?” His face reddened. “Letting go of things you no longer wanted.”

         “That’s not how I remember it.” She forced a calmness she didn’t feel. “But if you mean what was between us, that was a lifetime ago, like the cottage is a lifetime ago.”

         “You really think so, Sunshine?”

         Charlie flinched as Sean’s old nickname for her drove a spike through her battered heart.

         “In all your talk about this place being special to your mom, it sounds like you’ve forgotten how special it was to you too.”

         He whistled for his dog, the shrill sound slicing through the air. And when he walked away, this time Charlie didn’t try to stop him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Sean pushed open the workshop door and sent it crashing back on its hinges. “Trevor?” The familiar smells of wood, canvas, paint, and varnish enveloped him. Three half-built canoes rested on struts, and a row of handcrafted paddles lined one wall, supported by rough pine pegs.

         “What’s up, bro?” His twin’s hands stilled on the paddle he was carving and his mild blue eyes met Sean’s gaze, his square face placid as always. A pair of safety glasses dangled from a strap around his neck and bumped against the denim work shirt he’d paired with his usual faded jeans. “Was your ex bent out of shape because you and Ty were late getting back? She should be used to you by now.”

         “Not so you’d notice.”

         His ex-wife was always calm, always in control. The only unexpected thing she’d ever done was leave him, seven years into their marriage. She wanted someone different, something different. A life Sean couldn’t give her.

         Trevor ran a hand through his blond hair, several shades darker than Sean’s. “Well, you’re sure pissed about something, the way you barged in here like a bear with a sore paw, banging the door.”

         Shadow shot by them in a blur of black fur and disappeared into the office tucked at the back of the workshop.

         Sean drew in slow, steady breaths. He hated it when Sarah picked up Ty and took him back to her new life in Kincaid, leaving him alone out here. It always reminded him that his son had a whole other family that didn’t include him. As if he needed the reminder.

         But it was more than the ache of missing Ty. Seeing Charlie again had stirred up emotions he’d thought he was long over. One look in her eyes and the love, the loss, and the regrets bubbled to the surface.

         “It’s nothing.” He shrugged.

         Trevor’s eyes narrowed, and he studied Sean the way he had since they were kids. “This doesn’t have anything to do with Charlie Gibbs, does it?”

         “You knew she was back in town?” Sean resisted the urge to grab his twin by the shirt collar and shake him. “And you didn’t tell me? You let me take that canoe over there.”

         “I didn’t know before you went.” Trevor’s voice was calm. “The name on the order’s Connell, not Gibbs.”

         Sean ground his teeth. “How did you find out Charlie’s back?”

         “When I was in town picking up lumber, I heard talk at the diner that the Gibbs girls were nosing around. That’s gotta be a big deal for you.” Trevor ran a hand across the paddle and fingered the half-completed design of maple leaves.

         Sean forced a laugh. “Seeing Charlie again was a surprise, that’s all.”

         “The kind of surprise you wouldn’t want.” Trevor stared at Sean several seconds too long before he pulled the safety glasses over his head and set them on the workbench. “Linnie has this friend, Marcie, who’s single again. She’s a real nice woman. Linnie could set you up.”

         “Have you forgotten what happened the last time you two set me up?” Sean gave his brother an amused look.

         “How were we supposed to know when she found out your son was a teenager, she’d make up some emergency and get a friend to crash the date?” Trevor raised his hands in mock surrender. “Linnie was so mad she hasn’t spoken to her since.”

         Sean gave a wry laugh, then sobered. “You and Linnie have been married forever, but I’m fine on my own. Between Ty and Carmichael’s, I haven’t got time for a woman.”

         “You would if you found the right one. Why can’t you at least have a drink with a woman who’s not only nice but seriously hot?” Trevor’s face was unusually somber. “A girl like Charlie wouldn’t have been happy here. Sure, she ran out on you, but if you’d been thinking straight, you’d have broken up with her first. I don’t want you getting hurt again.”

         “Not going to happen, little brother.” Trevor was the younger twin by ten minutes, and Sean never let him forget it. “Charlie Gibbs is ancient history.”

         “You’re getting that look again.” Trevor slid a hammer into an open toolbox.

         “I don’t have a look.” Sean scowled. “Anything between Charlie and me was over years ago. I haven’t thought of her in…I don’t know how long.”

         But after seeing her today, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. Thinking about the two of them together.

         How they’d raced their bikes along the dirt paths that edged Firefly Lake. Fished for brook trout in the beaver pond in the woods behind the marina and had bubble-blowing contests with the gum they’d bought for pennies from the jar in the bait store.

         And how when they were older, Charlie’s mouth had curved into a special smile for him, her cherry-red lips swollen by his kisses. How her luscious body had fit with his like the two were made for each other.

         She was part of almost every memory Sean had of summers in Firefly Lake. He’d told her his hopes, his dreams, and his fears, and before she’d betrayed him, he thought they’d known each other mind, body, and soul.

         “The word in town is Charlie and Mia plan to sell the cottage to some developer for one of those hotel complexes.” Trevor’s worried voice yanked Sean back to the present. “Do you think they’ll do that?”

         “Charlie said they’re thinking about it.” Sean grabbed the broom propped against the wall near the woodstove and swept scattered wood chips into a pile. The Charlie he’d known would never have sold out, but that Charlie was long gone, if she’d ever even existed. The girl he’d called Sunshine because she’d been his sunshine, coming back to Firefly Lake each year as spring slid into summer, lighting up his life like a birthday sparkler.

         “Folks in town said that kind of development could ruin us.” Trevor ran a hand over the paddle again, burnished gold in the late-afternoon sun that flooded through the windows overlooking the lake. “Especially if they put in a marina.”

         “Where did you hear that?” Sean gripped the broom tighter.

         “It’s only talk, but lots of hotels rent boats, or people might bring a boat with them to explore the lakes and rivers around here.” Trevor looked at Sean with a trusting expression. “I told everyone you’d fix it.”

         Sean dredged up a smile. “Carmichael’s has been in Firefly Lake for almost seventy years, ever since Grandpa started making boats for summer tourists. It would take a lot more than some resort to put us out of business.” He swept the last wood scraps in jerky motions.

         “What about the boatyard?” Trevor rubbed at the paddle with sandpaper. “People who come here to get away from it all won’t want that on their doorstep, us hammering and sawing all day long.”

         “Any resort won’t be on our doorstep. The woodlot’s between the Gibbs place and ours, and that’s state land.”

         “I guess folks in town don’t know what they’re talking about.”

         And his laid-back brother would put the worries out of his mind as easily as he’d change from his work clothes at the end of the day.

         “I intend on keeping this business going for Ty.” Sean had promised his grandfather and then his father he would. “Maybe those girls of yours will take an interest someday or have kids who do.”

         “Crystal’s the only one who might be interested, but she’s always had her heart set on working with animals.” Trevor put the sandpaper away. “You coming to the softball game? It’s Friday night. Everyone will be there.”

         Everyone meaning Sean’s mom, his three older sisters and their families, and Trevor, Linnie, and their four girls. His family, his friends, and his neighbors, people he counted on and who counted on him. “With Ty at his mom and stepdad’s this weekend, I want to put some quotes together.”

         “You need to get a life.” Trevor grabbed his lunch box and tucked it under one arm. “If you change your mind, come by anyway. Linnie’s made those oatmeal raisin cookies you like.”

         “Save a couple for me.” Sean grinned. “Put them in one of those pink baskets Linnie gives Mom. Bring it to work tomorrow.”

         “Like hell I will.” Trevor grinned back. “You want those cookies, get them yourself. I’m not your cookie gofer.”

         “Smartass.” Sean tossed Trevor the sweatshirt he’d left on the workbench.

         When the door shut behind his twin, Sean moved into the office. The oak desk that had belonged to his grandfather, then his father, spanned one wall. It was bare of papers, apart from a tidy stack in the in-tray his sister, who helped out three mornings a week, had left for him earlier. He sat in the swivel chair, flipped open his laptop, and powered it up. A bank of filing cabinets covered the wall across from the desk. Shadow snored in her dog bed at one end, two brown leather armchairs in front.

         With its wood floor, white walls, and high ceiling, the office was one of Sean’s favorite places. Uncluttered, spare even, the only ornament a painting of Firefly Lake his grandmother had done in the 1950s. Sean always found solace here. Order. A sense of permanence and of belonging.

         He took a folder from the top of the tray, then set it aside and scrubbed a hand across his face. There were half a dozen quotes he could work on, should work on. Instead, he pulled the chair closer to the desk, slid his reading glasses on, and typed Charlie’s name into the Internet search engine.

         Over the years, Sean had told himself he wouldn’t look for her. What they’d shared was over. But now it was different. Charlie was a threat to his business.

         Who was he kidding? It was more than business. He wanted to know about Charlie’s life and who she was now. Even if it was like ripping skin off his hand with a table saw, it was time to face truths he’d avoided for years.

         An hour later, when the brightness of the day had softened into a purple twilight and loons called on the lake, their haunting cries echoing, Sean clicked the last file closed and slipped off his glasses. He propped his elbows on the desk and rested his chin in his hands.

         She’d kept it from him. Yet what had happened to Charlie was bad. So bad she’d been lucky to come through it alive.

         Except she was now Charlotte, a stranger. She lived in London, a place he’d never been, and seen and done things he couldn’t imagine. Charlie Gibbs had disappeared without a trace, but Charlotte Gibbs was everywhere.

         Her face, familiar yet unknown, stared out at him accompanying articles with sharp, insightful writing that cut to the heart of a story, dug deep and exposed its human face. From Middle Eastern riots to the plight of small African farmers, Charlotte Gibbs gave ordinary people a voice.

         And her voice rang out as well. A voice that demanded justice, fairness, and, most of all, compassion.

         He’d known she’d become the journalist she’d aimed to be. News had trickled back to Firefly Lake over the years, but the gossip died down and folks had moved on. Everyone except him apparently.

         The truth hit him with the unexpectedness of a sucker punch.

         Sean’s stomach quivered as he turned in the chair. Through the half-open window behind the desk, pine trees bracketed the point and framed the view he’d looked at his whole life. A crescent moon hung low and etched a silver trail across the water. After almost half a lifetime of his missing her, being angry with her, loving her, and hating her, Charlie was back on the other side of that narrow spit of land.

         And although she’d tried to hide it, she was hurt…but he’d said she could put that canoe in the boathouse as easy as Ty. His heart clenched. He’d said worse, too. Spoken to her like he never spoke to any woman, let alone someone who’d once been so much a part of his heart.

         Guilt stabbed at him like the red-hot poker in the old woodstove come winter. If he’d known what she’d gone through, he’d have handled things differently. If the sight of her on the porch of that cottage hadn’t shaken him to the core, he’d have been civil. The gentleman his folks had raised him to be.

         Sean stood, slammed the window closed, and pulled at the blinds to shut out the night. Charlie fought for everybody else, everywhere else, but it didn’t change the fact she’d given up on him, given up on them, and run out of his life without a backward glance.

         Trevor’s words rang in his ears. He’d given his life to this business. He’d nurtured it, grown it, and protected it. He checked the time on his laptop. If he hurried, he could get into town before the softball game ended.

         It was too late to fix what had gone wrong between him and Charlie, but Carmichael’s was different. He wouldn’t let the business or his family be hurt.

         
              

         

         Tendrils of mist clung to the surface of the lake when Charlie came out of the woods on Monday morning, her sandals noiseless on the carpet of pine needles. The water was as smooth as glass, the air still, washed clean with dew. At the edge of the beach, she toed off her sneakers and left them beside the granite boulder eighteen more years of winter storms hadn’t budged. She set her camera on its flat top and rolled up the legs of her sweats. When she waded into the water, its coldness numbed her toes.

         Behind her, a branch snapped. She tensed with the alertness years of reporting from war zones had made second nature. Creeping out of the lake, she curled her fingers around a rock. Its edges dug into her palm. A crow swooped out of a tall pine, its cry shattering the silence.

         As Charlie turned, a big black dog loped out of the forest. When it spotted her, it bounded across the sand, barking, and skidded to a stop inches from her feet.

         Sean’s dog.

         She relaxed her grip on the rock and shoved her sweats down her legs one-handed to hide her scar. Since the dog was here, Sean or his son wouldn’t be far behind. Or Sean’s wife. Charlie’s stomach rolled. “You’re a good dog, aren’t you?”

         The dog barked louder.

         Sean jogged out of the woods, and a jolt of desire zinged through her. A white T-shirt molded to his chest, and black running shorts hugged his thighs. His athletic shoes hit the ground in a steady rhythm, and an iPod was clipped to his waist. He was all sexy ridges and big, powerful male. A little bit sweaty and way too tempting.

         He stopped beside the dog, grabbed its collar with one hand, and yanked the earbuds out of his ears with the other. “Shadow won’t hurt you.” His gaze zeroed in on the rock. “You weren’t going to throw that at her, were you?”

         “Of course not.” Charlie dropped the rock on the sand, and her eyes landed on his lean, muscular legs. Sensual awareness hit her with the force of a tsunami.

         “Then why were you holding on to that rock like you were going to aim it at someone?” Damp from his run, the hair at his temples curled in soft tendrils.

         Her fingers tingled. “You never know who might be in those woods.” If they were watching her and waiting to strike when she least expected it.

         Sean gave her a half smile, a quick tilt of his lips gone almost before she registered it. “You don’t remember much about Firefly Lake. All you’re going to find in those woods is folks looking for some privacy.”

         Charlie remembered all right. From the time they’d hit fifteen, she and Sean had also been looking for privacy in these same woods. “It’s six in the morning.” Heat crept up her cheeks.

         He smiled again, teasing with a familiar sexy edge, and the quivery feeling in her stomach intensified. “You were never a morning person, but here you are, up with the dawn.” He moved toward the tree line and stretched one long leg over a fallen log. “You still like taking pictures?” He inclined his head to her camera.

         “I do.” Charlie pushed away the memory of his legs wrapped around hers, his face inches away, flushed and intent on pleasuring her, like she was pleasuring him. She sat on the log with a thump as Shadow darted toward her and flopped at Charlie’s feet.

         “Get any good shots?” Sean finished stretching and sat beside her, arranging his big body with a lean grace no other man she’d known had ever matched.

         “The light isn’t right.” Heat sizzled along her nerve ends.

         “You didn’t come out here to take photos, did you?” On Friday he’d been clean-shaven, but today dark-blond stubble shadowed his jaw, giving him a rolled-out-of-bed look, which turned her insides to mush.

         “I’m still jet-lagged.” She settled for a half-truth. “Since I couldn’t sleep, I thought a walk would help.” And distract her from the pain in her leg, which, despite the little white pills, had kept her awake, things she didn’t want to think about going around in her head.

         And distract her from the dream she’d had in a fitful moment of sleep just before dawn. Sean braced on his forearms above her and his body deep inside hers. The love on his face, which had morphed into distrust.

         “So did the walk help?” Compassion and understanding, acceptance too, flickered in the depths of his blue eyes. The real Sean, not the dream phantom.

         “You know, don’t you? About what happened to me?” She waited and bit her lower lip. She could handle his teasing, handle his anger even. What she couldn’t handle was his compassion, the way he always understood her.

         “Type Charlotte Gibbs into any Internet search engine. A lot comes up.”

         A lot she probably wished hadn’t. “You shouldn’t believe everything you read online.”

         “Some of those newspapers are reliable enough.” He sounded neutral, not questioning, but not judging either.

         She dug her feet into the sand, cool and damp, not yet warmed by the heat of the day. “I was only doing my job.” But she’d always done more than her job and volunteered for the toughest assignments because she was a solo act.

         “A roadside bomb went off twenty feet in front of you. You were lucky.” His gaze pinned hers. “Despite everything.”

         And because of that luck, she’d vowed to make some changes in her life, to start over and use the second chance she’d been given. “I’m glad my mom…she didn’t live to see what happened.” She blinked, and the sudden dampness behind her eyes caught her unaware.

         “You want to talk about it?” His voice was gentle.

         Charlie shook her head, tried to smile and failed. Once, Sean had been not only her lover but her best friend as well. The one she’d gone running with, pounding along the trails on this side of the lake. The one she could talk to about anything.

         “I can’t.” Not to Mia, not to Max, her editor, and not to the counselor the AP made her see for what the doctors said was post-traumatic stress disorder. A neat label for the messy tangle that had become her life. Whenever she tried to talk about her feelings, the words stuck in her throat and choked her.

         She reached for Shadow and stroked the dog’s silky ears. Sean wasn’t the boy he’d once been. He was a man, with a wife and family. “Won’t someone—your wife—wonder where you are?”

         Sean looked out at the lake. The sun had burned away the last of the mist, and a pair of ducks swam in a neat line toward the reeds. “No.” He turned back to her, fine lines around his eyes and outlining his nose and mouth showing her the man, not the boy. “I’m divorced. Sarah’s my ex-wife. We have joint custody and this was her weekend with Ty. She’ll drop him off in a few hours for work.”

         “I see.” Charlie didn’t see. The Sean she’d known had been a forever kind of guy. “I’m sorry.”

         “Don’t be.” He shrugged. “Sarah and I are happier apart than we ever were together. She’s got a new life and two more kids. Her husband’s an accountant in Kincaid. Ty has two families.” He brushed sand off his shorts. “She wanted someone different, that’s all.”

         Charlie’s breath hitched. Had Sean wanted someone different too? She picked up a stone from the beach, jet black and worn smooth, and turned it over in her hand. Standing, she moved to the water’s edge and tossed the stone, the splash sending ripples pooling across the surface of the lake.

         “You’ve lost your touch.” A pebble ricocheted past her, skimming the surface five times before sliding under the water. “It’s in the wrist, remember?” Sean found another stone and handed it to her. The brief touch of his fingers against hers made her skin burn.

         Charlie tried again, flicking her wrist in the long-forgotten childhood movement. “One, two.”

         “Better.” Sean scooped up a handful of small stones from the water’s edge and gave her half. “What about you? Did you ever marry?”

         “No husband. No kids either.” She pasted on a smile and stared at the lake. It still had the same reedy smell, and little foam-topped waves tumbled onto the shore with a soft hiss.

         “Why not?” He sent another stone skipping across the sapphire-blue water. “You must have had opportunities.”

         “It’s hard to have a relationship when you’re only in the same city with someone three months out of twelve.” She tossed one of her stones, and it sank near the shore with a dull plop. “The men I meet, we’re both always on the road. A few weeks here and there between assignments. That kind of life’s no basis for a real relationship.”

         Maybe if she’d loved someone enough to want to build a life together, she’d have found a way to work it out. Or found a man who was willing to work it out with her. Instead, she always broke things off before they got serious.

         The sun glinted off Sean’s hair, still the color of ripe wheat. “You just never met the right guy.”

         She shrugged. “Maybe.” Or maybe she had, and nobody else had ever come close. The handful of pebbles slipped out of her grasp and landed on the wet sand with a thud.

         “What’s with you, Gibbs? You always were a pro at skipping stones.”

         “I’m out of practice.” Nowadays she was more used to people who threw rocks. Or worse.

         Sean picked up one of the stones she’d dropped. “I don’t recall you being a quitter.” He reached for her hand and tucked the stone into her palm.

         “It’s only a game.” She tried to pull her hand away, but he held it fast, tracing his thumb around the faint ridge of scar tissue that bisected her left index finger and stretched from her knuckle to the fleshy part where it joined her thumb.

         “I remember when you got this.” His voice roughened, and Charlie’s heart kicked into her throat.

         “I caught it in that fishhook.” She swallowed. “You drove me to the hospital to get it stitched since Mom and Dad and Mia were at the Inn on the Lake for the end-of-summer dance.” And Sean had soothed her with gentle words and an even gentler touch.

         “You could have gone to the dance, but you stayed with me to close the boathouse. You didn’t even cry when the hook went in.” His voice low, intimate, he moved and closed the space between them. “You were the bravest girl I ever knew.”

         “I’m not that girl anymore.” Her voice caught and she focused on the churned-up sand at her feet.

         Maybe she’d never been that girl. Mia claimed the pretty-daughter crown, the perfect daughter who always did what their parents expected. But Charlie was the family disappointment, the one who chafed against authority and who embraced the role of the feisty, take-charge, always-in-control girl so nobody would guess how much she hurt inside. How she’d felt she never belonged.

         “I know you aren’t.” Sean stood so close his musky, male scent tickled her nose. He dropped her hand and cupped her jaw, his breath feathering the hair that grazed her chin. “I think you’re still pretty brave. After that bomb went off, you risked your life to try to save your colleague, even though you were hurt too.”

         Charlie’s breath hitched. “Like I said, it was my job. When you’re on assignment, your colleagues are like your family. You look out for each other.”

         He moved even closer until the blue of the sky and the lake mingled with the deeper blue of his eyes. “Why, Charlie?”

         “Why what?” The tendrils of hair at his temple were so close, she could reach up and touch them. Trail her fingers down past his ear to the sensitive spot on his neck.

         “You and I always looked out for each other.” His voice hardened, and he dipped his head, his lips inches from hers.

         Mesmerized by the desire in his gaze, she lifted her hand to touch one blond curl. “I couldn’t—”

         “Couldn’t or wouldn’t.” He closed the remaining space between them and tunneled his hands in her hair.

         “I…” Her legs trembled and she swayed into his body.

         “Aw hell, Sunshine.” He ground out the words through his teeth before he covered her mouth in a kiss that was both heartbreaking and punishing. Sweetness, lust, and anger mixed in one.

         In spite of herself, Charlie let her mouth open under his. She grabbed at his forearms to keep her balance as almost-forgotten sensations churned through her. He deepened the kiss and she moaned. Even when they were kids, learning about love together, Sean had always known how to make her respond, his touch and his mouth sure. With a gasp she tore her mouth away from his and let go of his arms.

         “This is a mistake.” She stepped back, light-headed, her legs shaky.

         “A big mistake.” Sean’s voice rasped and his breathing was unsteady.

         Charlie wiped a hand across her mouth, the imprint of his lips still there, his taste still strong, reeling from how fast the old heat between them had sparked and flared into life. “I shouldn’t have…”

         “I shouldn’t have either.” He glanced at Shadow digging a hole farther down the beach. “There’s something about you, Charlie. There always has been.”

         “There’s something about you too, Sean, but I can’t, we can’t…”

         “I know.” His eyes were bleak, two blue flints when he turned back to her. “When are you selling?”

         “After the land survey is done. The developer is keen, and when they make an offer there’ll be no reason to wait.”

         “You think people who come here to stay in some fancy hotel will want to skip stones on a beach?” Sean untangled his iPod earbuds. “Or go skinny-dipping in the moonlight because there’s nobody else around and they can?”

         Charlie gasped as he leaned in and touched her cheek, a faint grazing of his fingers against her skin. “Don’t.”

         “Or have you forgotten about that too?” He took his hand away, but his eyes raked her from head to toe and lingered on the curve of her breasts.

         “That’s the past. What would Mia and I do with a cottage here? With Mom gone, there’s no reason to hang on to the place.”

         “People in Firefly Lake don’t want some developer coming in.” Sean’s jaw was tight, his face all hard planes and angles. “Businesses around here are family-owned, but you think you can come back, after all these years, and sell out without considering everybody who lives here year-round? People who’ll still live here after you’re long gone again?”

         “I don’t. Mia and I—”

         “I’m not going to make this easy for you.” A pulse in Sean’s jaw twitched, the only indication he held on to his control by a thread. “None of us are. You should think again before you make that deal. Think about what you’re signing away.”

         “That’s a low blow.” Charlie took a step back. “The guy I knew always played fair. He’d never stoop to emotional manipulation.”

         “The girl I knew was my best friend. The one I trusted more than anyone. But you broke that trust, didn’t you?”

         His words ricocheted into the sudden chasm between them to lodge in Charlie’s heart. “That girl’s gone.” The words came out in a croak through her stiff lips.

         His voice was bitter. “That guy is too.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Ty’s dad, who’d just kissed Auntie Charlotte, was less than fifteen feet away. Naomi ducked behind a tree and held her breath as he and Shadow disappeared along a narrow trail, no more than a green outline hacked out of the bushes.

         So much for thinking she could bump into Ty by accident. Instead, she’d gotten herself trapped in the woods between the cottage and the beach. Even though when she’d seen him on the path behind the marina yesterday, Ty hadn’t said he was going fishing this morning.

         Naomi wasn’t spying exactly. The marina was right next door, and her mom kept nagging her to get off the couch and get some exercise. It wasn’t as if there was much else to do around here.

         She lifted her hair off her neck and waved away a cloud of mosquitoes. Auntie Charlotte was still on the beach. She shifted from one foot to the other and touched a hand to her cheek and her hair. Like Ty’s dad had done.

         Naomi fingered the phone in her skirt pocket, wishing she could text Alyssa, her best friend back home in Dallas. Although she was too far away to hear what they’d said, what she’d seen Auntie Charlotte and Ty’s dad doing was big. Too big to share with Alyssa, or anyone.

         Naomi stuck her head around the gnarled tree trunk. The coast was clear. She eased through the undergrowth and rejoined the sandy path, forcing her legs into an easy stroll.

         “Honey?” Rounding a curve in the trail, she jumped at the sound of Auntie Charlotte’s voice. “What are you doing here?”

         Naomi’s face heated. Seeing her aunt kissing Ty’s dad was even more embarrassing than the time back in seventh grade when she’d gotten toilet paper stuck in her skirt and the boy she’d had a crush on had been behind her in the lunch line. Her thoughts whirled and she pointed to a patch of greenery. “Studying nature.”

         Her heart thudded. Auntie Charlotte couldn’t have seen her snooping around. She must have taken a shortcut. There was no other way she could have gotten to this part of the trail this soon. “My science teacher says plants are the lungs of our planet.”
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