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            Prologue

          

          Dahlia

        

      

    

    
      BOSTON, ELEVEN YEARS AGO

      There was no way my parents could say I wasn’t willing to do just about anything to make money and stay in my degree-related industry.

      My father was a firefighter, my mother a nurse, and some of their five kids wanted to go to college. Cian and Sorcha McGuire had not been happy when I announced I was applying to art school. Except for Dermot, who jumped from one job to the next like he was afraid of catching herpes from it, and Dillon, the youngest, who had gone to beauty school, I was the third McGuire to go to college. That crap was expensive enough, my parents said. Why couldn’t I choose something practical like Davina, who was studying business, or Darragh, who had studied journalism?

      Yeah, so practical.

      Okay, they were way more practical than art college but creating beautiful things was a huge part of who I was.

      But even with a scholarship and financial aid, school was expensive, which meant I had to work several jobs throughout the year to help pay for it. I lived at home with my parents, which lowered costs, but it also made it harder to meet friends, so I tried to get jobs in the arts industry.

      However, even I had to admit this job was above and beyond. The only reason I was standing there half-naked was that it paid a lot!

      The exhibition in the small gallery in Allston was by the artist K. Lowinski. It was titled “More Than,” and the paintings were abstract and made to look like they were ready to burst alive from the canvas. To draw people to the exhibition, the gallery hired me and two other girls and three guys to stand in the gallery like pieces of living art. We were supposed to stand completely still on a small round platform each and move now and then. What was so exciting about that, you ask?

      That we looked naked.

      We wore sheer body stockings that K. Lowinski had painted and decorated but only on very strategic parts.

      Now I was a short, curvy twenty-year-old and there were pieces of the art that barely covered some stuff, if you know what I’m saying. In fact, when I first put the stocking on, I thought there was no way I could go out onto the gallery floor and be seen almost naked! Then I remembered the money and the fact that no one I knew would ever step foot inside an art gallery.

      My parents would never find out about it.

      More to the point, my macho-man boyfriend, Gary, would never find out. We’d only been dating two months, so it wasn’t like he had a say anyway. Gary, however, was funny, hot, and the first guy who had succeeded in making me orgasm during sex. I was pretty excited about that, so I didn’t want to mess that up.

      Nope. No one would find out about this little stint as an exhibitionist in an exhibition.

      See what I did there?

      Trying not to smirk at my own joke, I ignored the slight pain in my lower back and tried not to move too much. When I took the job, I didn’t realize how difficult it would be to stand for so long. I was not a person who stood in one place. Gary said he’d never met someone with so much energy. Not that he was complaining, wink wink, nudge nudge.

      I let my thoughts turn to my project for college. This semester I’d taken a metalsmith class, and I was in love. Like, seriously, seriously in love. I think I’d found my calling. I was creating jewelry that my teacher raved over. I’d given a necklace I’d made to my mom for her birthday and even she, Sorcha “I can’t believe a kid of mine is going to fuckin’ art school’ McGuire,” thought it was beautiful. She ruined it by asking me how I expected to make real money out of jewelry-making. But whatever.

      I was Dahlia McGuire, soon-to-be silversmith. How cool was that? As my brother Dermot would say, “Fuckin’ A, Dahlia, fuckin’ A!”

      My musings were slowly brought to a halt as a burning sensation crept over my skin. Not literally burning. But you know that hot, tingly feeling that prickles your body when it feels like someone is watching you? Well, considering I was almost naked in an art gallery, people were watching me. I let my eyes move around the room and …

      There!

      Leaning against the wall, next to one of the paintings was the reason for that hot, tingly feeling.

      He grinned when our eyes met and wowzer. Okay, speaking of hot, tingly feelings.

      I jerked my gaze away, flushing as his crooked, boyish smile flittered across my vision.

      I got a distinct impression of broad shoulders and a narrow waist in the plain navy T-shirt he wore.

      Thoughts off the hottie, Dahlia, I grumbled to myself. I had a job to do—and a boyfriend.

      A boyfriend who knew his way around my clit.

      I wouldn’t jeopardize that for anything!

      However, as I tried to remain as still as possible, I could feel the guy staring.

      And staring.

      And more staring.

      He couldn’t be. It had to be my imagination.

      Ah, screw it. I snuck a peek and stiffened when I saw he was not only watching me, he’d moved closer.

      This time I stared back.

      Gary was taller but leaner, had dark hair with lovely blue eyes, and visible tattoos. He was from Southie but looked like a pretty-boy rock star.

      This guy was rougher around the edges with his dark-blond hair and dark eyes. His face was hard hewn and at total odds with his beautifully shaped mouth.

      He smirked as I looked my fill.

      I narrowed my eyes.

      This guy was not here for the art.

      Perv!

      Forgetting my job for a second, I grimaced, which seemed to amuse him.

      Huffing inwardly, I decided the best thing to do was ignore the hot guy who came for a peep show. That negated the hotness. It really did.

      There were other girls here.

      Go peep at them!

      To be fair, he only seemed to ogle my face … but I knew when I wasn’t looking, like now, he was studying me elsewhere.

      That wasn’t flattering. It was creepy and annoying.

      I’m a living piece of art, dipshit, not window dressing in Amsterdam!

      Oh, who was I kidding? Even the so-called “art enthusiasts” had come here to see the almost naked people. That’s why the gallery did it.

      Still, at least everyone else pretended to be interested in the art.

      Growing increasingly irritated—and I didn’t know if it was because my heart was inexplicably racing at his intense staring—I returned my attention to Mr. Hottie with the staring problem.

      Yup. Still there. Still looking at me.

      And now in this seriously smokin’ smoldering way that made more than my heart beat fast. I felt a flip low in my belly as our eyes connected and shock floored me at the consequent heat between my legs.

      What the hell!

      Horrified that a stranger had elicited that kind of reaction in me (I mean, what was that?), I decided it was time to move and make a point. I raised my arm slowly, gracefully, as I bent my opposing knee and as I brought my arm upwards, I watched the stranger’s eyes flare with heat.

      Shit.

      Perv.

      Bringing my hand up to my face, I curled it into a fist, except for my middle finger, which caressed my cheek with a pointed “fuck you” glare.

      And what was his reaction to the sight of me flipping him off?

      He threw his head back in laughter, drawing attention from everyone else. I lowered my hand in case my boss saw me flipping off a customer.

      Dark eyes glittering, the stranger’s laughter trailed off, and he gave me a weirdly affectionate smile before he turned and walked away. He disappeared around the corner, and I deflated with relief.

      Or was that disappointment?
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      An hour later, I walked out of the small closet they’d given us to change in, wearing my own clothes and wishing for the money to get a massage. My back was all kinds of stiff from standing on my feet for four hours with only two fifteen minute breaks in between.

      Later that night I had my first shift as a waitress in a bar in Malden, the neighboring town to my own, Everett. It was my sister Davina’s old job, and when the college bar I’d been working at told me they were cutting my hours, I jumped ship. The pay was crappy, but you did what you had to do, am I right?

      I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear as I passed a mirror in the back of the gallery. The gallery wanted our faces scrubbed clean except for mascara on the girls, so I looked very young. And boring. I’d been in my Dita Von Teese phase now for three years and loved vintage clothing, black-winged eyeliner, and red lips. Taking a quick glance at my makeup-free face, I decided I needed bangs. Bangs would look hot. Very vintage.

      Altogether I wasn’t my usual cute self as I walked out into the main gallery. I wore jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers rather than a pencil skirt, blouse, and sandals combo. Sometimes I wore flattering dresses too. But being curvy, I loved the way a pencil skirt accentuated my small waist and fuller hips.

      Jeans made me look ordinary.

      My boss had said we could get a free coffee and a sandwich in the small café at the back of the gallery and I was definitely going to take advantage of the offer. After I got my food and drink, I sat down in the quiet café and almost groaned with pleasure at getting off my feet.

      It was one of those quietly perfect moments of contentment. A seat and free food.

      Until he ruined it.

      The chair next to mine scraped back, and I jerked with surprise, only to tense when hottie with the dreamy eyes and lush mouth sat down at my table. Our eyes hooked and locked as he crossed his arms on the tabletop and leaned in.

      “Hey.”

      I swallowed a bite of my sandwich, and my pulse skittered into takeoff. A flush spread over my skin and I hoped it wasn’t visible. Attempting to ignore my body’s inexplicable reaction to his proximity, I frowned. “Oh goodie, it’s Perv Boy.”

      He flashed me a quick, crooked, boyish smile that did not give me butterflies.

      Okay, it did. It totally did.

      “People usually call me Michael or Mike.” He had a thicker Bostonian accent than me. He sounded like Gary, and I suspected he too was from Southie.

      “That’s because they haven’t witnessed you gaping like a prepubescent boy at a half-naked woman before.”

      Michael or Mike chuckled. “Was that how it came off?”

      “You still have a little drool right there.” I gestured to the corner of his mouth.

      He didn’t smile this time. Instead, he stared intensely at my face until I began to wonder if there was something on it. Flushing, I snapped, “You’re doing it again.”

      Michael (I decided I’d always liked the name and hated it when people shortened it to Mike) shrugged. “I can’t help it.”

      “Well, try.” I bit into my sandwich and scowled at him as I chewed.

      “Christ, anyone ever tell you that you’re fuckin’ adorable?”

      “Anyone ever tell you that you’re full on?”

      “I never have been before.”

      “Oh, lucky me that you decided to give it a try today.”

      “You’re a little smart-ass.” He chuckled. “Your boss know you flip off customers when you’re pretending to be art?”

      “You’re the first.”

      “I’m honored.”

      “You’re also the first to blatantly come in to perv on the models.”

      “Not true.” He settled back in his chair like he was getting ready for a long, comfortable chat with me.

      I had to get rid of him. My heart was pounding way too fast, my belly was fluttering with butterflies. I was not supposed to react to any guy like this who wasn’t Gary. At the thought of Michael getting up and leaving, however, an overwhelming sense of disappointment came over me. I was enjoying ribbing him, and he was … well, the way he made me feel was kind of exciting.

      Oh boy.

      “It is so true!” I guffawed. “You were absolutely perving.”

      “I was staring at one model. You. And I wasn’t perving.”

      “Oh, so you’re an art aficionado, are you?”

      “No, I’m a rookie cop. This is my day off, and I told my friend I would drop him off at this catering gig he has going for tonight. That event is here. I was walking out of the kitchen to my car when I look over and yeah, I’m not going to lie, all I saw at first was a beautiful body. Then I looked at your face, and well,” he shrugged, “I couldn’t look away.”

      Maybe I was an idiot to hear the sincerity in his voice. But that’s what I heard. No sleazy come-on. Just honesty. He looked like I’d caught him off guard, which made me feel better about my reaction to him.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “You gonna go all shy on me now?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I was formulating a response.”

      “Oh, were you?” He chuckled. “You go on, then, and you keep formulating. I’ve got time.”

      “I should think you’re a creep.”

      He cocked his head. “The point of dressing you up like that was to make people stare, no?”

      “Yes, I guess,” I wrinkled my nose, “but other people are less obvious about it.”

      “Why you doin’ it?” he nodded toward the gallery.

      “It’s not shameful,” I said defensively.

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      “Well, you’re making it all sexy when it’s supposed to be about art.”

      Michael laughed. He looked good laughing. His laughter was deep and rumbly, and I felt that between my legs too.

      Dear God.

      “You make it sexy, and I think these people knew exactly what they were doing when they hired you.”

      I flushed at the compliment. “Whatever. It pays ludicrously well, and I’m an art student. I need the money.”

      “I’m not judging. Gotta say, though, if you were mine, I wouldn’t be happy you were doing this.”

      Great, another Neanderthal like Gary. It was like they grew them on trees here. “Listen, Macho Man, no one tells me what to do.”

      “Oh, I got that sense when you flipped me off, dahlin’.”

      Ignoring the tingles his endearment elicited, I cocked my head in thought. “So, if you’re a cop, you’ll know that being a perv is frowned upon, right?”

      He chuckled. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. And yes, that is true. But I’m not a perv. I promise.”

      “All evidence to the contrary.”

      “Fuck, if I’d known you were this smart, I wouldn’t have sat down,” he teased.

      “You’re welcome to leave,” I replied, though inwardly I thought, “Please don’t.”

      “The seat is comfortable, and I’m finding your smart mouth extremely appealing right now.” His dark eyes grew hooded as it fell to my lips.

      My heart raced as this invisible rope seemed to lasso around us both, drawing us closer and closer. I didn’t understand it. Every nerve ending tingled with life, my skin was hot, and my whole being was lit with awareness.

      “I have a boyfriend,” I blurted out.

      Michael’s disappointment was obvious. We looked at each other for a few seconds, and then he asked, “Serious?”

      I shrugged. “We haven’t been dating long, but it’s good.”

      “How long is not long?”

      “Two months.”

      His lips twitched. “That’s not long at all.”

      I tried not to smile and failed. “You’d go after another guy’s girl?”

      “Never have before, but you’re the exception to the rule.”

      “I am?” My heart was bursting.

      Michael nodded. “You can’t tell me you don’t feel this?”

      Biting my lip, I nodded slowly.

      Something hungry flickered in his expression.

      Wow.

      I shook my head, as if to shake off the indescribable urge to jump him. This was insane. “I wouldn’t cheat. Not ever.”

      “Neither would I,” he promised. “Sit with me a while.”

      I wondered if that was a good idea.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “How much I shouldn’t have liked that you were disappointed that I have a boyfriend.”

      “Speaking of, does he know you’re working here?”

      “No. And he doesn’t need to. It’s a temporary gig that pays a lot an hour, and it isn’t causing anyone any harm.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      “How?”

      “It’s causing your boyfriend harm. If you hadn’t been working here, I wouldn’t have seen you, decided you’re the most gorgeous fuckin’ thing I’ve ever seen, and then sat my ass down to talk to you. Now I find out that not only are you gorgeous but you’re smart and you’re funny—which I already knew when you flipped me off—which means I’m not leaving until we exchange numbers. And I do this knowing if you feel half as attracted to me as I do to you, you’ll put your not-so-serious boyfriend aside to call me and give me a shot. So yeah, I’d say this job caused your boyfriend some harm.”

      I gaped at him. “You’re very cocky.”

      “No, but I am determined.”

      “My boyfriend is good in bed.” I was exasperated by this sudden feeling of being torn in two. “That’s difficult to find.”

      Michael smiled at my bluntness. “Dahlin’, you’ve haven’t seen anything yet. You’re what, in your early twenties?”

      I nodded. “Twenty. So?”

      “So maybe you’re mistaking okay sex for good sex.” He leaned forward, so our noses were almost touching, and my breath caught in my throat as the spicy, dark scent he wore tickled my senses. “If I were lucky enough to have you in my bed, I’d make you feel things you never knew existed. If you were mine, you wouldn’t flirt with other guys. You wouldn’t want to, knowing no other guy would appreciate you the way I would. Trust me, dahlin’, I appreciate the good things in life, and I’m more grateful than I can say when I come across special. Just never thought I’d come across goddamn extraordinary in my life, let alone find it in an art gallery.”

      Oh. My. God.

      “What are you doing to me?” I snapped, sitting back in my chair to get some distance. “I’m Irish, okay. I grew up surrounded by Irish guys who know how to charm the panties off a girl. You, mister, you’re like the freaking champion. And don’t tell me you’re not Irish. I know you’re Irish.”

      “I am. But I’m not feeding you a line.”

      Flustered, I pushed my chair back from the table and grabbed my purse. I liked Gary. Things were going good! Like, great. And this guy scared me. I mean, I could be a pretty impulsive person, but I’d never wanted to launch myself across the table at a guy I didn’t know and screw him six ways until Sunday. Sex until Gary had been about answering the calls of my hormonally charged body and being disappointed every time.

      This pull with Michael was so much more than that. Yes, it was sexually charged, but there was something here. Some connection I didn’t understand. It was freaking me out!

      “I have to go.”

      “Don’t.” He stood, coming across unsure, which seemed out of character for him. But how would I know? We didn’t know each other! “I’m sorry if I came on too strong. I’ve never …” He shrugged, looking very young all of a sudden.

      And I realized he was younger than I’d first thought—he had said he was a rookie cop. I put him at maybe my age or Gary’s, who was two years older than me.

      “Stay. Talk.” He gestured to the table and then gave me a coaxing smile. “Tell me your name.”

      “I can’t.” I needed some distance from this guy, and I needed to see Gary so I could be reminded that what we had was pretty damn good.

      But Michael’s crestfallen expression tugged at my heart.

      “Look, I’ll be back here on Wednesday night and then on Saturday again. If you’re sincere, then show up. We’ll go from there.”

      His relief was visible.

      “I like that too.” I smiled at him, and his eyes zeroed in on the dimple in my left cheek. It was a gift from my dad.

      “Like what?”

      “No bullshit. You tell me what you feel without even saying it. And I like you’re relieved. I take it you’ll be here?”

      “Dahlin’, you smile at me like that, giving me that gorgeous little dimple, I’ll do anything short of murdering someone for you. Maybe even then,” he teased.

      I grinned harder, and his expression turned tender. My God. “Then I’ll see you soon.”

      “At least tell me your name,” he called as I strolled away.

      I turned, walking backward, “I tell you what. You show, I’ll tell you my name.”

      “Tease.”

      I flipped him off with a playful grin, and his laughter followed me as I left. I was giddy with the kind of anticipation a girl with a boyfriend definitely should not feel.
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      “You doin’ okay?” Ally asked me as I handed change over to a customer.

      My shift at Wilde’s Place had started two hours ago, and I’d worked my way around the bar pretty fast. I already had bartending experience, so it was no big deal, and the customers there were a lot more down-to-earth and fun to talk to than those at the college bar.

      “Everything is going great.” I threw her a smile.

      “Your boyfriend gonna be here soon?”

      The thought of Gary caused a prickle of guilt. I’d technically arranged some kind of date with another guy. It didn’t seem like it at the time but giving myself distance from Michael made me realize how shitty what I’d done was. I’d flirted with another guy, and I’d arranged to see him again at my job. Yet, I couldn’t forget those butterflies or how I still felt them when I thought about the stranger. I didn’t have those with Gary, as much as I cared about him.

      But was Michael worth ruining what I had with Gary? My boyfriend had called me before my shift to tell me that Sully had a Saturday night free, so he was bringing him to Wilde’s Place to meet me. Sully was Gary’s best friend, but he was a cop and hadn’t had a lot of free time lately. He’d been with Boston PD for nearly two years so he was now only getting a regular shift pattern that would allow him to see his buddies more.

      I was a little nervous about meeting him. Gary talked about him all the time. They’d grown up together, and while Gary screwed around a lot, Sully was always there to get him out of scrapes. From what I knew about my boyfriend, he’d definitely been the irresponsible one in that friendship. Until me, Gary had only been interested in casual sex, whereas he used to rib Sully for being a one-woman kind of guy. Sully had wanted to go to college to be a lawyer, but his family didn’t have the money to send him, so he took his police exam at nineteen, was a cadet with the Boston PD before he could apply for the police academy at twenty-one, and he became a cop like his old man.

      Gary, on the other hand, had flitted from one job to the next, getting fired right, left, and center, until his uncle took him on as a mechanic. Since then he’d settled down. Including with me.

      If Gary and his best friend knew what I’d done today, they’d hate me.

      But I didn’t do anything, I argued with myself. Not really.

      “Hey, gorgeous.”

      My boyfriend’s familiar voice pulled me out of my guilt-ridden thoughts, and I handed over the beer to my customer. Gary leaned over the bar, grinning at me.

      Smiling back, I leaned over to press a kiss to his lips. A couple of guys around the bar groaned in fake disappointment, and Gary smiled against my mouth before pulling back to shoot a grin their way. “That’s right, fellas, she’s mine, so back off.”

      I shook my head at his nonsense. “You doin’ okay?”

      “I’m supposed to be asking you that. How’s it goin’?”

      “Good.”

      He nodded and then turned to look over his shoulder. “I brought Sully. Told you he wasn’t an imaginary friend.”

      I laughed because I’d teased him about that as more weeks passed without meeting this elusive Sully. Glancing past my boyfriend to smile at his friend as he stepped up to the bar, my smile stuck before it could widen my mouth.

      Shock rooted me to the spot as I looked into familiar dark-brown eyes.

      Michael?

      Surprise momentarily flickered in his expression, but he was quicker at recovering than I was. He held out his hand and said pointedly, “Michael Sullivan, nice to meet you.”

      Oh my God.

      Sullivan. Sully.

      Duh.

      Well, didn’t this suck at the highest level? I swallowed my shock and disappointment and gingerly took his hand. My skin tingled at his touch, and his hand seemed to reflexively tighten around mine. “Dahlia.” It was hard to get words out, so they came out soft and uncertain. “Nice to meet you too.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re going all shy on me,” Gary huffed.

      My smile was strained. “He’s your best friend. I want him to like me.”

      Right. Only I hadn’t expected to want him to like me like me.

      “Of course he’ll like you. Won’t you, Sully? What’s not to like?”

      Michael gave us a flat smile. “You’ve talked about her so much, I feel like I already do.”

      Gary patted him on the back and then took a stool at the bar. Michael and I exchanged a loaded look before he slid in beside his friend.

      Shaking inwardly and doing my best to hide it, I at once panicked that Michael would tell Gary I was flirting with him, and that Michael wouldn’t turn up to see me again. Of course, he wouldn’t! How messed up was that kind of thinking? We couldn’t hurt Gary like that. It was ridiculous.

      God, why was this happening? Why couldn’t I have met Michael first?

      And is that what I wanted? To have met him first? A guy I knew little about? I only knew what I’d heard from Gary (all of it good—FYI, my boyfriend hero-worshipped the guy) and what I’d felt today when we met.

      But Gary was sweet, and he was good in bed, and he treated me well.

      Oh hell.

      I tried to be my funny, light, breezy self as I talked to my boyfriend and his best friend between serving customers. The horrible part of the evening came when Gary excused himself to the bathroom, and Michael called me over.

      His dark eyes were no longer filled with laughter and desire. They were still warm but there was a polite distance in them, and I missed the way he’d looked at me that afternoon.

      “I won’t tell Gary about today.”

      I nodded. “I don’t normally flirt with other guys.”

      He leaned over the bar and lowered his voice. “I know. I know today was unexpected for both of us.”

      I remembered then that Gary had told me Michael was twenty-three. Only three years older than me but he had this air of maturity about him that none of my other friends had. Not even Gary. It was very attractive.

      Damn.

      “It’s against the code to tell you this, but Gary likes you. I’ve never seen him with a girl like he is with you.” He gave me a sad smile. “And now I get why. But his life hasn’t been easy and um … well, I won’t fuck this up for him.”

      I found myself unable to meet his eyes as a swell of disappointment I didn’t understand overwhelmed me.

      “I won’t be coming back to the gallery, Dahlia.”

      Nodding and swallowing past the lump in my throat, I replied, “I understand.”

      “He cares about you. Be good to him.”

      I gave him a weak smile. “I won’t hurt him.”

      Walking down the bar to get away from Michael, I thought to myself, no, I won’t hurt Gary because if it feels anything like this, I wouldn’t want to sting someone that badly.
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          Hartwell, Delaware

        

      

    

    
      TWO MONTHS AGO

      Years ago, during a short time in my life, I used alcohol to numb my feelings. Gin would soak through the giant, aching ball of grief in my chest and it eased its grip on my soul. It made getting through the next day and the one after easier. However, it numbed not only the grief, it stopped me from feeling much of anything. It almost killed me.

      Once I gave up alcohol and let myself feel, I had to give myself over to time and patience. And, thankfully, time and distance (and therapy) did what the alcohol had attempted to do. Time dulled the pain. There were moments when not even time could do that, but for the most part, I lived my life relatively content.

      So I guess I forgot.

      I forgot that life doesn’t let you have time and distance. You can’t coast through your existence with nothing ever happening again to throw you back into that place.

      Life doesn’t work like that at all.

      And that day was the day it decided to remind me of that fact.

      It was nearing the end of summer, and I’d closed my gift shop/workshop that I owned on the boardwalk in the seaside city of Hartwell, Delaware. It was technically a city, but it was small with a small-town mentality. The boardwalk was about a mile long, and the north end was made up of commercial buildings, including my gift shop where I sold unique items I not only sourced but jewelry I made and designed in my workshop.

      We boardwalk owners were a tight-knit community. My best friend was Bailey Hartwell, and she owned Hart’s Inn, which sat right next to my shop on the boards.

      I’d closed up shop for an hour, and Bailey had left the running of the inn to her manager, Aydan, so we could grab a coffee with our friend Emery Saunders, who owned Emery’s Bookstore and Coffeehouse.

      Usually, our coffee breaks were an excuse to chat about everything and nothing, but that day we had a specific focus. Bailey. Not only was her little sister in town causing problems, but Bailey had started seeing Vaughn Tremaine. This was big news in our small town. Why? Well, mostly, because anything involving Bailey was big news. As a descendant of the founding family, she was well known. But more than that, she was liked and respected. When Vaughn Tremaine bought the old Hart’s Boardwalk Hotel and ripped it down to build his contemporary five-star hotel, Paradise Sands, Bailey was not happy. She made sure the whole town and Tremaine were aware of how unhappy she was and in doing so caused a miniature war between her and the deliciously sexy Manhattan-born hotelier.

      If that wasn’t enough to keep tongues wagging, Bailey’s boyfriend of ten years, Tom, shocked the hell out of everyone by cheating on her. After they broke up, the tension that had been simmering between Bailey and Tremaine sort of exploded and as I’d always suspected, they admitted they were attracted to each other.

      After months of dancing around each other, they were finally dating.

      I was happy for my best friend. No one deserved to get her happily-ever-after more than Bailey Hartwell.

      “I never felt this way with Tom,” Bailey said with a huff as we sat drinking our coffee. We were up in the raised section of the bookstore, sitting around the open fireplace. The light spilling in from the low, shallow windows behind us cast a copper halo around her auburn hair. “I actually liked the space from Tom, even in the beginning. But with Vaughn, I want to be with him all the time because every moment we spend together, I find out something new about him—his quirks, his sense of humor, his cockiness, his flaws. And do you know what? I like it all. Flaws and all! What is that?”

      Emery beamed. “You’re falling in love.”

      I grinned at the dreaminess of Emery’s smile as Bailey denied such claims. To be honest, I’d kept to myself living in Hartwell these past nine years. Emery had moved to town a year after me, but she was so shy and socially awkward, no one really knew her. That is until Jessica Huntington came to Hartwell last year, befriended Bailey, and then Emery. Jessica was now Jessica Lawson. She’d married our friend Cooper who owned the bar next to Emery’s bookstore. Jessica was one of the town doctors, and if she had time between appointments, she’d try to join us for coffee. However, she and Cooper were on their honeymoon in Canada.

      And now all four of us were friends. Emery was coming out of her shell more and more, but the woman was still a mystery.

      All I knew about her was that she inherited a lot of money from her grandmother, including property like the bookstore. I knew she was timid, especially around men, which made no sense considering she was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever met in real life. Seriously. She was tall, slender with curves in all the right places, had long white-blond hair that no grown woman should have naturally, and the delicate features of a Disney cartoon. Cooper’s sister, Cat, often joked that Emery looked like Elsa from Frozen.

      Aside from her resemblance to a Disney character, I also knew Emery was a total romantic. Anytime Bailey spoke about Vaughn, or Jess talked about Cooper, Emery got this sweet look of longing on her face.

      “Shouldn’t he want to spend all of his time with me?” Bailey pulled me out of my Emery thoughts.

      “You need to talk to him about this. Now. Before it goes any further,” I advised. There had been way too much miscommunication between Bailey and Vaughn already. “If Jess was here, she’d say the same.”

      Bailey wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know …”

      Well, I did know, and I had no problems saying how I felt and doing so bluntly. Thankfully, Bailey appreciated that part of my personality. “Do you really want a husband and a father to your kids who is never there?”

      “No.” She shook her head and then straightened her shoulders with determination. “Fine. I’ll talk to him. It’ll probably scare him off, but I’ll talk to him.”

      “After what he said to you, I don’t think anything you do will scare him off,” Emery offered, taking the words right out of my mouth. On the day of Jess’s wedding, Vaughn had gotten into a fist fight with an old flame of Bailey’s that turned out to be Vaughn’s high school friend. The guy insulted Bailey and Vaughn decked him (you couldn’t write this stuff!), and when the fighting was over, Vaughn gave her this amazing speech about all the reasons he loved her. When she’d told us what he’d said, I’d kind of fallen in love with him myself.

      “Yeah, he certainly seems to get a kick out of your obnoxious honesty,” I teased.

      “My obnoxious honesty?” Bailey gestured to me. “Pot.” And then to herself. “Meet Kettle.”

      I laughed. “Whatever. Just talk to him.”

      At the sound of the bell ringing through the bookstore, Emery got up to see if the customers needed her and I repeated to Bailey that she needed to talk to Vaughn. Seriously, my friend had to know by now that there was no chasing off Vaughn Tremaine. He looked at her like she was his whole reason for existing.

      “They’re just browsing the books, so I told them to come get me if they need me.” Emery sat down with us again. “What were we saying?”

      “We were discussing my possible relationship-ending talk with Vaughn. Oh, and the fact that my sister seems to have disappeared off the face of the planet. I swear to God, if I don’t find her soon, my parents are going to get on a flight out here.”

      “And that would be a bad thing?” I think not. It wasn’t my place to say anything, but Vanessa was a born troublemaker, and I didn’t like the idea of her causing problems for Bailey as my friend was getting her life together. Maybe it would be a good thing if Stacy and Aaron Hartwell came back to take the responsibility of looking out for Vanessa off Bailey’s shoulders.

      “Right now?” Bailey said. “Yes. I’d like to get to know Vaughn without my dad breathing down my neck. I love the man, but he also is the only one in my family who knew about Oliver Spence.”

      Oliver Spence was the ex-flame Vaughn hit in the face. His wealthy family had vacationed in Hartwell for years when he was young, and when Bailey was nineteen, he told her he loved her and she fell in love right back. But at the end of the summer, he broke her heart and told her she wasn’t good enough for his family. Bastard. If I’d been friends with Bailey back then, I would have found a way to take sweet revenge on the uppity asshole. Like filling his luxury sports car with piles and piles of cheese—so much cheese, he’d be clearing that stuff out for days, and he’d never get the smell out of the leather.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t in Hartwell back then to execute such sophisticated revenge plans for my best friend.

      “He might assume things about Vaughn, and I need to work out how I feel about Tremaine before I take into consideration anybody else’s feelings about him.”

      I called bullshit. “Oh, please, you know how you feel about Vaughn.”

      “I’m going to smack you.”

      I grinned and turned my left cheek to her, tapping my finger against the dimple there. “Go ahead. Make my day.”

      Bailey’s green eyes danced with amusement. “Ach, you’re too damn cute for your own good.”

      I pretended to preen. “I know.” The girls laughed.

      “Miss,” a guy’s voice cut through our laughter. We all turned as a man walked up the stairs. There was something familiar about the way he moved as he led a short, pretty blond up the steps with him. His gaze zeroed in on Emery. “We’d like to purchase a couple of books if that’s okay,” he said in a thick Boston accent.

      That’s when the familiarity made sense.

      The shock that slammed through me I likened to how it must feel to step out onto the street, not see the car, and suddenly find yourself flying through the air with the unexpected impact.

      No.

      Jesus Christ, no.

      What was he doing here?

      My heart raced sickeningly in my chest. A flush of heat swept over my body so fast I could feel sweat gathering under my arms. The shock rendered my limbs useless, and I could only stare.

      Michael Sullivan.

      He was here.

      In Hartwell.

      In Emery’s bookstore.

      He had a short, scruffy beard and there were lines around his eyes that hadn’t been there before, but it was him. I’d know him anywhere.

      Tears welled in my throat as longing so painful gripped my chest. I hadn’t seen him in years and all at once, it was like breathing for the first time in a decade, only for that breath to painfully slip away, its momentary relief over all too soon.

      He smiled at Bailey and then me.

      As our eyes locked and surprise slackened his features, a weight pressed down on my chest. “Dahlia?”

      How was he here?

      Why was he here?

      Go away, go away, go away!

      “Michael,” his name fell from my lips.

      Michael. I loved his name. I loved … I loved … I …

      I was going to lose it.

      Right there in front of him and the blond whose hand he was holding.

      I didn’t want to see that.

      I didn’t want to see any of this.

      But we couldn’t stop staring at each other, drinking each other in. Michael’s eyes were the same beautiful dark brown. The kind of eyes a girl could drown in. His blond hair was cut shorter than it had been when we were younger, so it appeared darker, and those broad shoulders of his seemed even wider. The T-shirt he wore clung to his body suggesting he worked out more than he used to. Not that he wasn’t fit back then. There was just more muscle now. I realized it gave the illusion of him being taller than he was. He was five eleven, shorter than the men in my family, but he’d always had such a masculine, commanding presence.

      He still had that presence.

      Michael, what are you doing here? Please go away.

      The blond holding his hand (I refused to really look at her) tugged on it, and he looked away, freeing me from his stare. I sagged, the breath rushing back into my body. But as quickly as he’d looked away, his attention returned to me and demanded, “What are you doing here?”

      What was I doing here?

      Seriously?

      Every part of me trembled, and I tucked my hands underneath the table so he couldn’t see them shake. “What are you doing here?” I rejoined.

      Seriously, what are you doing here? Leave, Michael. Leave, now!

      I hoped he’d developed telepathic abilities over the last nine years.

      “We’re on vacation,” the blond spoke and pressed into his side like she belonged there. “Mike, who is this?”

      Mike? My family called him Mike too, but I hated shortening such a beautiful name to something as ordinary as Mike.

      “Uh, Kiersten, this is Dahlia. She’s Dermot’s little sister.”

      Dermot’s little sister? Really? What a joke.

      The blond replied, “I thought she died.”

      Pain lashed through my chest, and Bailey grasped for my hand under the table. The words made me look at the blond now. She was small, slender. Petite. And she would have been pretty if she wasn’t wearing such a pinched expression on her face. My eyes flew to Michael. He’d told this person about Dillon. Who was she that she was important enough to know about Dillon but not important enough to know about me? Or was it that I was no longer important enough?

      His grim expression caused the emotion in my throat to tighten. “That was Dillon.”

      The name cracked around the room like a gunshot, and I could feel my chest compress with panic. Little black dots covered my eyes, and I knew I was going to freak out in front of him.

      No way.

      I couldn’t.

      I might as well rip open my chest and ask everyone to look at all the little missing pieces of my heart.

      “I need to go.” I stood, leaving Bailey no choice but to release my hand. Eyes down, terrified to meet his, I marched by Michael Sullivan and his blond faster than I’d ever moved in my life.

      “Dahlia!” he called out as I hurried down the steps. The exit seemed so far away.

      I heard Bailey’s voice and then the deep rumble of Michael’s, but I yanked open the door without paying too much attention to them.

      I was out.

      The salty ocean air filled my lungs as I hurried down the boards. Fear of him chasing after me made my heart pound and I ran. I ran through the light summer crowd of tourists, the soles of my tennis shoes gathering small granules of wayward sand that always made its way onto the boards from the beach.

      The light, warm breeze blew through my long hair, and I ran as if the devil himself were chasing me all the way to my store.

      That panic, that terror, didn’t leave me until I’d locked the door behind me. I didn’t flip the “Open” sign from “Closed for Lunch.” I didn’t turn on the lights. Instead, I scurried into the back of the store to my workshop where the demons of the past tried to overwhelm me for the first time in years.

      The truth was they’d never left me.

      Michael’s sudden appearance had merely woken them up.

      My hands shook as silent, dry sobs wracked my body. I looked around my workshop, searching for relief, for something that would dull the pain. Shaking, I fumbled for my apron and pulled it on. Then I connected my phone to the speaker in my workshop, hit Spotify, and The Vaccines blasted into the room.

      Sitting down at my bench, I stared at the silver-and-amethyst earrings I was in the middle of making. They were elongated silver cats with amethysts for eyes. Bending over, I worked, trying to drown out my thoughts.

      I could hide from Michael until he left Hartwell. Simple.

      His reappearance had been a shock.

      Life had kicked me in the gut that day, but I knew I’d be okay as soon as he was gone.

      After all, time and distance had worked before. They would work again.
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      PRESENT DAY

      A fire crackled in the fireplace in Emery’s bookstore, a delicious reprieve from the cold October day outside. By mid-October, the overcast days brought low temperatures to the boardwalk, and although we were open all year round, this was the beginning of our quiet season.

      Thankfully, my shop brought in enough profit (as all of our businesses did) during the spring and summer to keep me going through the quiet season. I also made and sold my jewelry to boutiques around the country, so that supplemented my income. The good thing about the quiet season was more opportunities for my friends and me to grab coffees at Emery’s and catch up on our lives. The bookstore/coffeehouse was empty except for me, Emery, Bailey, and Jessica.

      Jess checked her watch.

      Emery put a plate of cookies on the table in front of us, the many silver bangles on her wrist jingling with the action, and then settled in the armchair closest to the fire.

      “Got somewhere to be?” I asked Jess.

      “Ach, it’s a habit.” She sighed. “I’m constantly checking my watch during the week. I forget this is Sunday and I don’t need to be at the practice.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here,” I said. “I need someone else willing to mock Bailey about her engagement to the man she once referred to ‘as the devil himself.’ And Emery’s too sweet to mock.”

      Emery glanced over the rim of her teacup, her stunning pale-blue eyes wide. “Not true,” she replied in her quiet voice. “I can mock as well as anyone. Only not about this.” She smiled at Bailey. “I think this is amazing.”

      “Amazingly shocking,” I added. “It’s like Buffy hooking up with Spike. Unexpected but incredibly hot.”

      Bailey quirked an eyebrow at me. “Hilarious.”

      I shared a smirk with Jess. “I thought so.”

      “All you’re doing is showing your age.”

      “What? The age that is younger than you?”

      Bailey fought a smile. “I don’t know why I put up with your smart mouth half the time.”

      “Hey, Vaughn may be smokin’ hot, but we both know I’m your soul mate, Hartwell.”

      “Oh, it all makes sense.” Jess grinned. “Dahlia’s afraid Vaughn will take her bestie away from her.”

      “Not possible,” I said on a nonchalant exhale. “I’m prettier and wittier than Vaughn Tremaine. What I provide to Bailey’s life can’t be replicated or replaced.”

      “He gives her multiple orgasms,” Emery said, grinning. “I think he wins.”

      We were all shocked into silence by her comment before we promptly burst into laughter. It wasn’t that funny. But coming from Emery, it was hilarious. “Aw, man, Jess, you should never have introduced Bails to Emery. She’s ruining her.”

      “In the best way possible,” Bailey argued.

      “I’m only saying what I used to say to myself in my head. I feel comfortable enough to say it out loud to you guys.” Emery shrugged.

      My curiosity about Emery had been piqued seven years ago when she showed up on the boardwalk and transformed Burger Hut into a bookstore. She was so closed off and shy, however, that Bailey and I gave up on trying to befriend her. Now that Jess had paved the way for all of us to become friends, Bailey and I had frequently discussed our growing curiosity. We knew nothing about Emery, and we were afraid if we prodded, she’d slip back into her shell.

      However, I’d grown very fond of the soft-spoken, intelligent bookstore owner. There was a sadness in her eyes that called to the melancholy in my own. This woman had a story to tell, and maybe she’d been waiting for people to trust enough to confide in. I wanted to be one of those people.

      “So, tell me, Emery,” I tried my best to sound casual, “have you ever had that? Someone like Vaughn in your life?”

      Her cheeks flushed a becoming pink. “Uh… no.”

      “Who has?” Bailey snorted. “The man is one of a kind.”

      “Show-off,” I teased.

      “Just no?” Jess ignored us.

      Emery gave an abrupt shake of her head. “Just no.”

      That was it?

      Bailey wrinkled her nose. “No guy you cared about? A childhood sweetheart, maybe?”

      “I lived with my grandmother, and she didn’t allow me to date.”

      Jess, Bailey, and I shared a glance. We guessed that kind of explained things. Well, some things. “Okay.” I put my coffee mug down and focused on Emery, my curiosity getting the better of me. “You’ve got to tell us about this grandmother of yours and how a smart, beautiful young woman of …”

      “Twenty-eight,” she offered.

      “Of twenty-eight lives in a small town where almost everyone knows each other but is so shy, it takes her seven years to befriend anyone.”

      Emery’s brows pinched together. “That’s not true. I’ve been friends with Iris since I moved here.”

      “What?” Bailey huffed. “She didn’t tell me that.”

      “That’s because she knows how nosy you are.” Emery winced. “I meant that nicer than it came out.”

      I laughed. “You meant it exactly how it came out.”

      Bailey stuck her tongue out at me.

      “Children,” Jess rolled her eyes, “back to Emery and her grandmother.”

      “Um … there’s not much to tell.” She nibbled on her lower lip for a second, seemingly in contemplation, and then she put her tea down. Her lashes lowered over her eyes as she focused on the coffee table in front of us. “My parents were killed in the same airplane accident as my grandfather. He had a private jet. It crashed. I was in New York that summer, at a summer camp for musicians. I played the cello. I was twelve. After … it was just my grandmother and me.” Her gaze turned very direct. “This goes no further than this room.”

      We all nodded, and I realized we were all leaning forward in our chairs, genuinely intrigued. It didn’t surprise me that Emery had lost her parents so young. There was an otherworldly air about her, a purity of heart, despite her surprisingly smart mouth. I trusted that Emery would never hurt anyone, but would, in fact, do all she could to help someone. That came from a well of empathy that was often born from adversity or grief.

      “My grandfather was Peter Paxton, founder of the Paxton Group.”

      Who?

      Seeing our cluelessness, she continued, “Paxton Group includes American AirTravel and Invictus Airlines. Invictus Vacation Group. And Invictus Aeronautical.”

      Holy shit.

      Those were some of the biggest companies in the US. The Paxton Group had to be a billion-dollar corporation. Jesus. Paxton, and thus Emery’s dad, were billionaires.

      Did that mean …?

      I gaped at Emery.

      She did not look like a billionaire.

      She did not act like a billionaire.

      Not that I would know how they acted because until now, I’d never met one!

      Seeing we understood, she flushed. “I was very privileged and until that point, not a very nice kid. I didn’t know any different. We lived on an estate in upstate New York. We had staff that did everything for us, and I was spoiled. When they died, my grandmother took over their shares in the company. A board runs it with a chairman, CEO, et cetera, so my grandmother had her own ventures in real estate. She was …” Emery paused, her eyes lowering to the floor, and mine narrowed at the way she seemed to wring her hands. “Very strict. Yes, she was very strict.”

      “What happened?” Bailey asked quietly, engrossed. “To your grandmother.”

      “Whole Lotta Love” by Led Zeppelin unexpectedly blasted out of my purse, and we all jumped about a foot.

      Jess cut me a dirty look, and I bit back nervous laughter. “I’m sorry.” Turning to Emery, I lost the smirk. “I really am.” Fumbling through my bag, I intended to switch off my phone so we could get back to Emery’s story, but the caller ID said it was my dad.

      Two months ago, when Michael Sullivan had shown up at Emery’s, I realized his appearance had been no coincidence.

      The only person in my family who knew I lived in Hartwell was my dad.

      When I called him to ask about Michael, he told me that Michael was going through a separation from his wife and Dad had suggested he take a vacation in Hartwell by himself. He didn’t mention to Michael I happened to live there, and he didn’t tell me Michael was on his way to obliterate my week. I knew what my dad had hoped that vacation would accomplish.

      What he hadn’t counted on was Michael giving his marriage another shot by going on a romantic vacation with his wife. It wasn’t shocking to learn Michael was married. Of course, he was. He was a catch. However, it had been excruciatingly painful.

      Suffice it to say I was pretty mad at my dad.

      And I loved my dad.

      I adored my father.

      He was the only one in my family who truly understood me and I talked to him every other day. Yet since Michael’s appearance in Hartwell, things between us had been awkward. So awkward, in fact, that I’d been toying with the idea of going home to Boston to settle the slight discord between us. I hadn’t been back to Boston in nine years so that’s how much I cared about my relationship with my father.

      When my dad called, I answered.

      Always.

      “Sorry, guys, I need to take this.” I hit the green button on my phone. “Hey, Dad, what’s up?”

      “Hey, Bluebell.”

      Usually, the sound of my dad’s husky voice and his thick Boston accent was one of my favorite sounds in the world. I’d lost my Bostonian accent somewhere along the years and talking to Dad always reminded me of home.

      Today, however, I tensed. Not at the nickname. My dad had been calling me Bluebell since I was a toddler because my eyes were that exact shade of blue. My brothers and sisters all had my mom’s hazel eyes. I was the only one with my dad’s eye color and his dimple.

      Yeah, so it wasn’t the nickname that caused my heart to skip a beat. It was my dad’s tone. A million scenarios ran through my head. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Everyone’s fine. But I have something to tell you, and I hate that I’m telling you this over the phone.”

      Trepidation froze me to the chair. “Dad …?”

      The girls’ quiet murmur of chatter petered out as their worried gazes followed me.

      “I know you’re a grown-up and you’ll handle this just fine but … um … well, Bluebell, your mom and I are getting a divorce. She moved out last week.”

      If it was possible, I thought my heart might have stopped. “Dad?”

      I didn’t understand.

      My relationship with my mother was in tatters, but no matter what was thrown at Sorcha and Cian McGuire, they handled it together. How could they possibly be getting a divorce?

      My dad loved my mom.

      He loved her.

      “Did she leave you?”

      “It was mutual, dahlin’. Things weren’t working out.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Love you, Dahlia, you know that. But like I said to your brothers and Davina, this isn’t for you kids to get. It’s between your mom and me.”

      He sounded exhausted.

      And low.

      And despondent.

      The thought of my dad feeling that way without me there—the idea of him going through this with my mother for who knows how long, and I wasn’t there …

      Guilt drenched me.

      The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. “I’m coming home.”

      He sighed. “Bluebell, you don’t need to do that.”

      “No, I do.” The thought was more than a little nauseating; however, I needed to see my dad. I needed to hug him. He visited me when he could but it was never enough, and I needed to hug my dad and make sure he was okay. “I’ll get a flight out as soon as possible. I’m heading home to arrange it all now. I’ll call you when I know my flight time.”

      “You know I’m not going to talk you out of this. I can’t wait to see you, kiddo.” Hearing how much his tone had lightened upon my declaration of homecoming put a pause on all my concerns. Whatever I felt, whatever I had to deal with in returning to Everett, it was worth it already.

      “I love you, Dad.”

      “Love you too. You call me to let me know when your flight is coming in.”

      “We’ll talk when I get there, yeah?”

      “Of course.”

      We said goodbye and my throat clogged with emotion.

      My dad had been hurting, and I hadn’t been there. I blinked back tears and turned toward my concerned friends. “My parents are getting divorced. I need to go back to Boston to see my dad.”

      Emery and Jess hugged me, telling me they were sorry, but it was Bailey who grabbed my arm and told me she’d walk me out.

      Because she was the only one who knew my story.

      Arm in arm, we stepped out onto the boardwalk. The cold ocean breeze nipped at our cheeks as we strolled in silence.

      Then … “Dahlia, do you need me to come with you?”

      I gave my best friend a tremulous smile. “Thank you. I appreciate that offer more than you know, but my dad probably needs privacy right now.”

      “I get that. But what about what you need?”

      I gazed into Bailey’s anxious green eyes. “For nine years my dad has been putting what I needed before what he needs. Before probably even what my family needs. I not only owe him this, Bailey, but I need to be there for him. I can’t believe he’s been going through this and I haven’t been there. I mean,” I said on a shaky exhale, “he loves my mom. He loves her like you love Vaughn, like I love …”

      “Michael.” Bailey pulled me into a hug. “And what about Michael, Dahlia? Can you deal with possibly seeing him? Seeing him with his wife?”

      I curled my fingers into her shirt and forced back the tears her words caused, almost choking on them.

      Her arms tightened around me as she felt the shudder roll through my body.

      This was about my dad.

      When my dad hurt, I hurt.

      That’s the way it was with the people you loved.

      I’d put myself through the torture of seeing Michael again if it meant being there for my father when he needed me. That didn’t mean I didn’t want to cry over the prospect.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered. “I can do this.”

      My best friend gripped my upper arms and bent her head to peer into my face. “Yeah, you absolutely can. However, we’re doing your makeup before you leave. You are not going back to Boston looking anything but your best, sexiest self.”

      I rolled my eyes and groaned. “I’m going back for my dad, not for anything else.”

      She followed me as I continued down the boardwalk. “It doesn’t mean you can’t look good. You would have said the same to me about Vaughn.”

      “Vaughn’s not married. And considering the delicate reason I am returning to my hometown, I think your commentary is inappropriate.”

      We were quiet as we passed Antonio’s, our friends Iris and Ira’s Italian pizzeria.

      And then as we neared my shop, Bailey asked, “You’re going to pack the blue dress though, right?”

      Knowing exactly what dress she was referring to, I threw her a dirty look. But on second thought … “Which shoes should I pack with that?”

      Bailey grinned, and we argued all the way to my car, parked behind my store, about my reason for agreeing to pack the blue dress. Just like that, she momentarily took my mind off my dad’s problems.

      That right there was one of Bailey Hartwell’s greatest gifts.
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