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      Bronwyn

      I have this. Totally have this.

      I stretch up on tiptoe despite standing on the second rung from the top of the ladder. I can handle hanging the sign for my new bookstore without hiring someone else to do it.

      I am woman. Hear me roar—and hang. I can do this.

      Almost there.

      Almost got it.

      Almost—

      I feel the moment I tip a little too far one way while the ladder begins to shift in the opposite direction. “No, no, no!”

      I quickly twist, trying to correct the movement and steady the ladder with my body weight. But momentum and gravity have other plans. I scramble desperately but bang into the unforgiving wall as I drop, knocking the air out of my lungs in the process.

      I cry out again as my upper back and shoulder scrape against something. I feel the lukewarm air from the ancient AC on my sweat-dampened belly and lower back as my shirt yanks up under my arms and neck.

      In seconds, it’s over. Tilt, fall, bang.

      I swing like a pendulum, twisting round and round on a previous tenant’s left behind something until my shirt constricts so tightly I can’t twist anymore, and I find myself facing the freshly painted wall.

      It’s late. I’m alone. My cell is on the counter below, so far out of reach it’s laughable.

      My heart pounds against my ribs, and I’m dizzy, desperately trying to process what just happened. How did I wind up—literally—like this? Why didn’t I hire someone? Better yet, why didn’t I buy one of those voice-command thingamabobs so that at moments like this, I could call for help?

      I hear footsteps pounding toward me, but I can’t see who it is because I’m trussed up like a turkey. How did they get in? Does it even matter?

      “Need some help?”

      I freeze at the sound of the deep voice, like burned whiskey and smoke with a bit of grit and honey that runs over me like the lightest, smoothest of sandpapers. Goose bumps cover me, but I chalk it up to the AC because, while I’ve read about a man’s voice causing such a reaction in the romance novels I like to read, I’ve never actually believed it was anything other than fiction.

      I suck in the deepest breath I can manage and awkwardly twist my head to look over my shoulder, blinking at the man staring up at me with his hands braced on his lean hips.

      Is this a joke? Am I actually unconscious, and this is some kind of falling dream? Did I hit my head? Has to be that.

      Because why else would my rescuer look like something from the cover of one of my favorite books? Both his voice and his appearance?

      I’ve definitely hit my head. I’m on the ground, broken and bleeding. It’s the only answer.

      “Hey, you conscious? Talk to me.”

      I face the wall again, due to neck strain and dizziness, but seconds later, I take another uncomfortable but curious look and glimpse a heather-gray shirt that accentuates deeply tanned skin, salt-and-pepper hair and piercing blue eyes I can see all the way up here.

      Yeah, I’m in la-la land. Those are practically laser beams. No normal person has eyes like that. Or muscles. So many muscles. This has to be a figment of my imagination. “Wh-where did you come from?”

      The AC must have ratcheted up another notch because I feel cold air blowing across my belly. My exposed belly. Wait, does that mean this is real? He’s real?

      “I heard you scream and a loud noise. I’ll get the ladder set up to get you down. Hang on.”

      “Ha. Funny.”

      My dream hero chuckles at my unamused tone and quickly rights the ladder, holding it steady as I flop around like a fish trying to position my feet back under me on a rung.

      Despite my wooziness, the ladder feels real enough, and I clutch it tight with one hand as I take a few breaths. I try to free myself, but I’m shaking badly, and my pulse pounds in my ears like a racehorse’s hooves at the finish line.

      I yank and yank, but it doesn’t work. I can feel my face heating up from the strain and my inability to get free, and I pull harder and harder until I wobble on the ladder once again. I’m not sure what I’m stuck on but I can’t get unstuck.

      “Whoa, whoa, stop. Stop. That’s not working.”

      “It has to.” My voice doesn’t sound like mine.

      But this can’t be happening. I’m a woman of the world. I’ve traveled and done things, and I can’t meet a stranger while stuck in such a mortifying position—flashing my bra, for pity’s sake.

      “Hey, take a breath. You’re panicking. Just stop and hold still for a second. Okay? What’s your name? Hey! What’s your name?”

      “B-bronwyn Ashby.” I growl my name out of pure frustration. “Winnie.”

      “Bronwyn’s a beautiful name. Nice to meet you. I’m Gabriel Wolfe. I want you to stop squirming and listen to me, okay? Take a deep breath for me. That’s it. Breathe. One more. That’s good. Now don’t move.”

      “Why? Wait, what are you doing?” I demand as he rattles the ladder a bit.

      “I’m climbing up to help free you.”

      “Then we’ll both fall if it tips again.” I feel every thud of his weight as he climbs the ladder, and it vibrates beneath my too-shaky perch.

      Eyes squeezed tight, I wait for a repeat of that tilt-and-whoosh of gravity experience from before because I just know we’re both going to fall now.

      He stops on the rung below my feet, his muscular arms around me, solid and warm and surprisingly reassuring.

      I still feel panicked and crowded on the narrow ladder. What if it slips again? Will he grab hold of me? Will my shirt hold both of us?

      Strangle me?

      “That’s why I said hold still.”

      He presses his chest to my bare back, and one muscular arm slides to the rung in front of me to grip while he stretches the other above my head.

      “You got yourself twisted up and stuck pretty good.”

      The words resonate in my ear, his breath teasing my hair. I drag in much-needed air and suppress another shiver, shocked by my reaction to a complete stranger—albeit a handsome one from the glimpses I’ve gotten of him.

      He still doesn’t seem quite real, but the warmth blazing against my back makes me question my sanity at this point.

      Gabriel yanks, and the ladder quakes beneath our feet. I gasp and clutch the metal with locked arms, squeezing my eyes tighter as I wait to fall.

      “I might have to rip your shirt. It’s jammed up tight and stuck between a board and the wall.”

      “That’s f-fine. Rip it.” I don’t care what happens to my stupid shirt if it means freeing myself from this nightmare of awkwardness. The shirt is bound around me so much it cuts into my skin, and my arms are tingling and quickly going numb. “Please. Just get me loose.”

      I sound desperate. I am desperate. But I want down now, and I don't want to go the hard, painful way.

      “Hey, no worries. I’ve got you. Slow your breathing, or you’re going to hyperventilate and pass out on me. You’ll be on the floor in a second, okay? Take slow, easy breaths.”

      I nod and manage to take a few long, shuddering inhales, gripping the ladder until my nearly numb fingers ache. He yanks again, harder than before, but my shirt still doesn’t budge.

      “Okay, Plan B,” he says near my ear. “I’m going to get a knife from my pocket. Don’t move.”

      He has a knife?

      Gabriel Wolfe shifts against my back, and seconds later, he uses both hands to steady himself and flip a short blade up right in front of me. I stare at the knife, and having read way too many thrillers, I flinch.

      “Shh. Easy, Bronwyn. It’s okay. Just don’t move.”

      Isn’t that what the killers say, too? Yeah, my imagination might be a little too active right now. With the way my heart is racing, go figure.

      He stretches up again and uses the blade to slice me free. The cotton material gives way with a rip, and the pressure around my upper chest and neck eases so I don’t feel as trapped. I suck in more breaths while he carefully folds the blade back into its casing and slides it into his pocket.

      “You okay?”

      I nod like a bobblehead. “I j-just want down.”

      “Okay. But we go slow. No rushing this. You’re feeling the adrenaline and shaking. I’m guessing a bit dizzy too?”

      For the first time, I notice just how badly I tremble—the kind that comes when I’m sick with the flu. My head feels light and muddled, and I see a few black spots dancing around in front of me. “Yeah. A little.”

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. We go one slow step at a time. I’ll move down one or two rungs, and then you."

      I nod. He moves.

      But…I don’t. Can’t. My feet are glued to the rungs. My grip so tight on the one in front of me, I know I’ll have contact bruises on my forearms.

      What’s wrong with me? After all the fuss and finally getting free, I stare at my hands like they belong to someone else. For the life of me, I can’t force myself to let go or move or⁠—

      “Hey, Bronwyn?”

      I close my eyes. I’ve never been afraid of heights before and have been up and down the ladder hundreds of times painting the high walls, so why am I suddenly frozen?

      “Bronwyn,” he says in a firm whiskey-tinged tone. “I won’t let you fall, sweetheart. Take a deep breath and step down. One step. Then we’ll wait until you’re ready to try again.”

      I feel the ladder shaking like an earthquake and realize it’s a result of how badly my body trembles. Adrenaline, like he said. And a whole lot of fear.

      But I take that breath, and after a ridiculously long pause full of trepidation, I somehow manage to unglue my right foot from the rung. Time slows, and it feels like I move the length of a football field, but there’s no lower rung to be found.

      “A little more, Bronwyn. You’ve got this. I’m going to take hold of your ankle and guide you. That okay?”

      “You’ll make me fall,” I gasp, panicking at the thought and clutching the ladder more tightly if that is even possible.

      “Sweetheart, if you go down, I’m going down with you. I’m just going to guide your foot. You need to come lower about four more inches.”

      Still? How far apart are the stupid steps?

      “Let me help you.”

      I take another breath and nod, almost instantly feeling his hand gently wrap around my ankle. I strangle the ladder like the lifeline it is. But I let him move me lower and guide my shoe onto the rung where he gives me a gentle reassuring squeeze. That done, I take another deep breath, shut my eyes, and bring my left foot down.

      “Perfect. You’re doing great. Now let’s do it again.”

      He lightly taps my ankle, and I nod. Yeah, okay. I have to get down, and there’s only one way to do it, so… “I can do it. I’m ready. I’m ready,” I say again.

      But I don’t move.

      Dear God in Heaven, why is this so hard? “I can do this.”

      “Yeah, you can. One step at a time.”

      I feel his hand touch my ankle again, gentle yet firm. He doesn’t pull or yank. He just holds steady and waits, and I have to give him credit for possessing the patience of a saint.

      A low huff leaves him, filled with more than a little amusement. “Hardly a saint.”

      “I said that out loud?”

      “You did.” Amusement gentles his tone. “I think you might have a little bit of shock going on. But we’ll get you down one way or another.”

      “What does that mean?” Panic pitches my voice several octaves higher.

      “Easy,” he murmurs. “I mean that if it takes us an hour or two to get to the floor, I’ll be here to help you.”

      An hour or two? Like this? “No, I—I can do this.” I’ve done plenty of hard things in my life. I’ve buried pets and parents and the absolute best husband a woman could have.

      I can descend a ladder.

      So why is it so hard to let go?

      That thought is followed by the memory of falling—the pinch in my gut, the rush of fear, and the weightlessness that spikes my pulse to warp speed.

      Okay, so I have a good reason to cling to the ladder like a succubus. But I still have to get down.

      I force my right foot off the rung again, holding onto the ladder with a white-knuckled death grip while Gabe guides me down again.

      One foot. Then the other.

      Right. Left.

      Several deep breaths. Hug the ladder tight. And then do it again.

      Over and over.

      It takes forever. It seems like hours. Feels like more. But finally, I’m on the second-to-last rung, and the floor is right there. I skip that last rung entirely and feel Gabriel Wolfe’s hands at my waist, steadying me as I leap for solid ground, only for my legs to give out like they’re made of over-cooked noodles.

      I fold at the base of the ladder with him easing me down to the floor instead of the crumbling disaster I would have been.

      “You’re okay, Bronwyn. Don’t pass out on me.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me that I can’t squelch. I feel ridiculous. Silly at all I’ve put the poor man through. But right now? I can’t help but painstakingly process every moment of how I’ve been hanging by my ten-dollar shirt. “I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. Sit here and catch your breath. You got a first aid kit?”

      I blink at the question and lift my head, finally getting my first good look at my rescuer. Those light blue eyes stare back, the kind of blue that looks like the sky on a sunny day. Not lasers after all. Just a bright, beautiful blue with navy rings around the edges making them seem all the bluer.

      He has squint lines at the corners of his eyes and deep laugh lines around his mouth, a smidge of silvery five o’clock shadow dusting his chin and jawline.

      His hair is more pepper than salt, but it has that silvery tint that says it won’t be long before he completely owns the title of silver fox. Not that he doesn’t already, given the muscles I see bulging beneath his shirt sleeves.

      “Bronwyn? You still with me?” He snaps his fingers in front of me. “Do you have a first aid kit?”

      I blink to awareness and can feel the heat rushing to my face because I’m sitting here ogling the man’s magnificent arms like a space cadet.

      In my defense, I’ve always had a thing for a man’s arms, though. The strength, the protectiveness. “Behind the c-counter. Why?”

      His gaze sharpens a bit at my question, and he cups my face in his large palms, studying me closely and searching my eyes with an intensity that leaves me breathless once more.

      “Did you hit your head when you fell?”

      “I don’t think so?” I shift to sit on my rear because the hard tile floor is digging into my knees, and as I do so, a sharp pain runs from my mid-back to my shoulder.

      I gasp and pull away from him, trying to see what caused it.

      “That's why. You scraped your back on the boards as they hooked you. It doesn't need stitches from what I could see on the ladder, but someone needs to take a look and get it cleaned up. You might have splinters. I can do it, or I can call 911 and get the guys here. Your choice.”

      “The guys?”

      “EMS. They’re part of my crew. I’m the fire chief here in Carolina Cove.”

      I blink at that news but shake my head. “No, I’m okay. I don’t want to waste their time. And I’ve already taken enough of yours. I’m sure it’s fine.”

      “You’re hurt, Bronwyn. It’s not a waste of time. Do you have a friend you can call? It won’t take long, but someone needs to clean and medicate that scrape.”

      “I-I just moved here. I’m not really close with anyone yet.” I know a few people in town, but we are acquaintances. And since I haven’t even stayed in touch or even mentioned my move to Carolina Cove, I can’t exactly call them up to come over for first-aid care. And while I’ve called EMS plenty of times for various reasons while Jason was sick, and I know it’s their job to do what they do, I’m not a cancer patient needing transport, nor am I seriously hurt. Shaken, aching, and bloody—yes. But okay.

      It seems like a waste of their time and resources when others might need them more. “I’ll be fine. I don’t want to call EMS.” I pluck at the severed ends of my ruined T-shirt hanging off my shoulder, the adrenaline beginning to fade until I feel every single ache and pain shaking my body. I imagine it’s like tensing up in a car accident, the way my muscles locked as I fell, and now I’m feeling the aftermath. Tomorrow will probably be even more painful. “I’ll take a shower and pour some peroxide down my back.”

      “Or you can let a trained professional help you.” He stands and holds out his palms to help me up.

      I stare up at him, wondering if I’m crazy to put myself in a stranger’s hands, but—haven’t I already done that? This is one of those times—like so many others—when I miss Jason the most. Not because of what he could do for me, but because we’ve always been there for each other. He’d always been the one to tend to the worst of my scrapes over the years. We were a team, and now I’m alone—with a stranger. “How do I know you’re really the fire chief?”
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      Wolfe

      I pull out my phone, brighten the screen, and hit my Favorites, shifting to stand so Bronwyn can watch me press the number beside Firehouse.

      It rings once before someone answers. “Carolina Cove Fire and Rescue. What’s up, Chief?”

      I watch as Bronwyn’s gaze shifts from the phone to mine.

      “Hey, Raz. I’m here with a new local and just need to clarify my identity so I can lend a hand.”

      “You need any help?” the man asks, concern heavy and sharp in his voice.

      “No, just some scrapes. She’s got a med kit, so we should be fine.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind and need EMS. And if she’s listening, you’re in good hands. The chief knows his stuff.”

      “Thank you,” Bronwyn says softly. “Sorry to trouble you.”

      “No trouble at all, ma’am. Night, Chief.”

      “Thanks, Raz. Have a good night,” I say, knowing better than to ask if it’s been a quiet night, because that’s an automatic jinx that would have them running in multiple directions.

      I end the call and watch as Bronwyn comes to terms with the fact that I am who I say I am, noting how her shoulders lower from her ears a bit as she leads the way toward the counter with unsteady steps.

      I follow her and see her wince as she bends to look beneath. The whole area is a mess of papers that look like design drawings or schematics, a few basic tools, and books of the how-to kind. “I see the kit. Let me grab it.”

      I place a hand on her uninjured shoulder to gently shift by her so I can grab the small red box from its spot. Brand new, the container still has the plastic wrap on it.

      “Glad I got that the other day,” she says, sounding shaky and nervous. “I tend to need Band-Aids. Though not because I’m hanging from the ceiling.”

      I glance at her in time to see her wrinkle her nose.

      “I can be a bit of a klutz.”

      Though she definitely looks a little worse for wear after her ladder adventure, Bronwyn holds a quiet beauty that sucks me in and makes me take notice.

      Doubling down on the thoughts I’d pondered on the walk home from the Blackwell’s engagement party, I remind myself that I have everything I need in my life. A good job, a nice house. Buddies who have my back.

      Women are…complicated. And something I have no desire to pursue. Still, I find myself watching her.

      Honey-brown hair falls around Bronwyn’s face in loose waves, typical for the summer humidity, but it’s her eyes that grab me in a chokehold and won’t let go.

      The color of aged moss and evergreens, they make me think of the deep woods. Of fog and dew and cypress trees. But the shadows beneath and wariness within tell another story. One of deep pain. The kind that doesn’t let go in the dark of night.

      Bronwyn is on the thin side, but given the way her clothes seem a size or two too big, the change appears fairly recent. A good thing, though, considering her shirt somehow managed to hold her weight and not tear, dropping her to the floor from fifteen feet or so above.

      “Have a seat.”

      She bites her lip but then lowers onto the hard wooden stool that looks like it has also seen its share of scars and hard times.

      Her foot pops her leg up and down like a jackhammer, and I can see her still trembling, like the rush of adrenaline has yet to fully fade and she’s struggling to not come out of her skin.

      “I haven’t seen you around, but I noticed the lights have been on in here in the evenings. The guys have been betting on what the space is going to be.”

      A low sound leaves her, and I can see the side of her face as a small smile forms, softening her features.

      “A bookstore.”

      “Yeah?”

      I watch as she nods and glances around at the chaos surrounding her. The place has been empty for a while, mostly due to the fact the upstairs has been a construction zone because it was damaged during the last hurricane.

      “That’s the plan. I moved here two weeks ago. I’m just getting started on it, as you can see, but I wanted to get the sign hung up before the shelving arrives on Monday. I finished painting last night.”

      I glance at the walls that are now a sea-salt color, neither gray nor blue but somewhere in between, as I unwrap the kit and open it. I arrange everything I think I might need to have at the ready in order of use and then pull on sterile gloves.

      “You’ve done that before.”

      A grin tugs at my lips because it’s second nature at this point, and I could do it blindfolded by feel alone. “Too many times to count. I’m ready if you’ll hold your shirt out of the way.”

      A surge of red fills her face to lobsterlike intensity, and I wait patiently while she hesitates, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth once more. “Bronwyn, I can call the crew. It’s no big deal. I have two female EMTs who can do this instead if you’d prefer.”

      She audibly swallows, looking torn by the choice.

      “This doesn’t seem odd to you? I’ve known you, what? Twenty minutes now?”

      I squat down in front of her and try to look as unassuming as possible, considering I’m twice her size and weight, and meet her gaze. “I understand why you’re feeling anxious about me tending to you, but I swear on my life, you’re safe with me. I do this every day. Well, not as much now as I used to before I became chief, but I trained as an EMT and then became a firefighter and keep all my certifications up to date. Besides, I have a different take on helping you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That I can’t leave you knowing you’re hurt and I can help. But I do understand it feeling awkward. If it’s too much, say the word, and I’ll get one of the ladies here. The firehouse isn’t that far away.”

      Seconds pass as I hold Bronwyn’s gaze until she finally shakes her head, a determined glint tightening her features.

      “No, it’s fine. I mean, when you got here, I can only imagine the view, so I suppose it’s…nothing you haven’t already seen.”

      “I didn’t see a thing,” I lie, because I don’t want to make her more uncomfortable. “I was focused on getting you down safely.”

      “You’ll…be quick?”

      “Quick but thorough,” I promise, holding her gaze.

      When she nods again, I rise and give her a few seconds to turn away and raise the back of her shirt. She slips her arm through the cut material and settles in for treatment.

      I get a cotton strip doused in alcohol and note she’s clamped her arms around her front to keep her shirt in place over her chest. “This is going to sting. The scrape is pretty raw.”

      I dab at the long scratch and wince at her flinch. I work as fast as I can, applying ointment and large bandages over the worst of the scrape where it’s drawn blood to the surface.

      Thankfully, it isn’t deep. Nor do I see any splinters. “Done. But the bandages will need changing daily for the next couple of days. I don’t think it’ll scar, though. You could’ve wound up needing stitches or surgery had it punctured or ripped a muscle.”

      “I’ll be more careful.”

      I hesitate in the act of removing the gloves. “Please tell me you don’t plan on getting back on that ladder.”

      She shoves her shirt back into place and swivels off the stool to face me, holding the ripped edge to keep it from slipping too low.

      Once again, that determined glint is back in her expression, and she glares at the wall.

      “I can’t say I’m looking forward to it—but it’s like getting bucked off a horse, right? You have to get back on? I need to get the sign up before all the bookcases arrive. It will be harder to put up after they get here.”

      I look at the object in question, now hanging vertically from the opposite side of where she’d been. I move to take a closer look. “Bronwyn, that’s not going to hold.”

      “What are you doing?”

      I grab the ladder and reposition it, making sure it’s secure. “Taking that down before it falls on your head. You need stronger brackets unless that thing is deceptively lighter than it looks.”

      I climb up and sure enough, the fastener she used is already pulling out of the wall.

      I grab hold of the sign with my free hand and remove it before hauling it back down to the ground. “That would’ve fallen in an hour, tops.”

      “Oh,” she says softly. “The hooks were already there. I thought since they’d worked before, they would again. I mean, the one held me up.”

      “You were caught on the edge of that support beam for the lights. Not the bracket.” I carefully lower the sign to lean it against the wall. “Once Upon a Tide Bookstore. I like it.”

      The name is in loopy font above an oversized book open across a large wave. There’s a lighthouse positioned behind them, and the colors are in beachy blues. “You should sell T-shirts with that logo. It’s nice.”

      She moves closer, and I glance down at her, noting she barely reaches my shoulder.

      “I thought that, too. It took me forever to decide on one, but that seemed to fit the area and the vibe we wanted. Books are an escape. A way to live a thousand lives and travel anywhere we want in this world or others. They bring light to darkness and help us through days that are both perfect and unbearable and…”

      Her words trail off awkwardly, but I understand the sentiment well. And I’ve also caught the we in that statement. “The book looks like it’s riding the wave, being taken away for an adventure. It’s perfect.”

      She looks pleased that I noticed the symmetry between her words and the image.

      “Okay, Bronwyn, here’s a plan. Promise me you won’t get back on that ladder tonight, and I’ll come back in the morning and help you hang this sign properly.”

      She lifts a hand and shoves her hair back from her face. “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You're not asking. I’m offering. You had a close call tonight and were lucky. If I hadn’t been walking by and heard you, you might still be up there. Or worse, on the floor with some broken bones. I’d really rather you not fall and get seriously hurt trying to hang something that weighs as much as you do.”

      “It’s not that heavy. And my name is Winnie. Just Winnie.”

      I study her, and while Winnie is a perfectly good nickname, I can’t help but think Bronwyn suits her better. “Please stay off the ladder?”

      She lifts her chin. “You don’t like my name?”

      A laugh leaves me that she picks up on that fact when I haven’t said a word. “I think Bronwyn is a beautiful name.”

      Her gaze shifts quickly away from mine and back to the sign, but her teeth worry her lower lip as though she’s suddenly perplexed by something.

      “Do you not like your name?” It’s all I can think of to explain the sudden shift.

      “No, I-I do. Actually, I’ve always preferred Bronwyn, but Winnie’s what everyone’s called me, ever since I was a little girl."

      “You can always make a change.”

      “I can, can’t I?”

      Her smile is bright but seems forced, and when she shrugs her shoulder, she flinches, reminding me of her injury.

      “There are pain relievers in the kit. You should take them and try to get some rest. You’re going to be sore tomorrow.”

      She nods distractedly at my words, a frown pulling her mouth down at the corners as though she still wonders about her name choice.

      “Maybe I should go by my full name,” she murmurs. “Start fresh with that, too, since no one really knows me here and this is my new adventure.”

      I want to ask questions like why she needs a new adventure and fresh start in the first place, but that’s not something strangers ask. And despite everything we’ve been through tonight, I’m still very much a stranger. “That sounds like a good idea, Bronwyn.”

      She smiles, and it lights up her otherwise exhausted expression.

      “I’ll go and let you lock up and get home. But no more climbing tonight. Stay off that ladder.”

      A wry smile flashes next.

      “Fine. Off the ladder. Yes, sir,” she says, giving me a small salute. “But you really don’t have to come back to hang the sign. I’ve taken up enough of your time already. I can hire someone to do it.”

      “No need. I can stop by on the way to work.” I probably should let her hire someone. Gage Blackwell does that kind of work as one of his side hustles, and it would be easy enough to recommend him, but who knows when he could get to it?

      And I refuse to think too hard about why I want to do it myself, except as an excuse to check on her and her bandages tomorrow if she’ll allow it.

      “Okay, fine. But I insist you let me pay you something.”

      The place has a lot of work left to be done, and unless she’s swimming in money, I bet she needs it all to get her new business off the ground. “I like to read. Give me your best thriller recommendation, and we’ll call it even.”

      Once again, a flash of something akin to pain crosses her face before she blanks her features and nods.

      “I know just the author. I’ll give you a copy tomorrow.”

      I take the silent seconds that follow as my cue to head out. I slowly move toward the door I barged through earlier. “I can wait and walk you to your car if you’d like to lock up. Or wait with you if you’d rather call for a ride? If you’re in pain, you shouldn’t drive.”

      “No need. I just have to go upstairs.”

      I lift a finger to the ceiling above, and she nods.

      “Nice commute,” I say. “And I imagine it has a great view.” The building isn’t beachfront, but it’s second row and near the pier, with the few smaller, one-story homes built in the 1950s left on the island out front.

      She doesn’t comment, and I wonder if maybe she thinks I’m hinting at a tour of her private space. I’m not, but I can see how my words might’ve come across that way.

      I remember the women I met along the sidewalk earlier during my walk toward the firehouse. Their interest was tangible and blatant, but I don’t sense that from Bronwyn.

      She seems distracted. I also sense a sadness that runs deep, along with hesitation and wariness, like she’s trying to figure things out and is unsure of the next steps to what she says is her fresh start.

      I understand that as well. I’ve been that person. The one trying to figure things out after life took a sharp turn, careening down a ravine that left me reeling and disoriented from all I’d known.

      I glance down and realize Bronwyn wears a silver band lined with diamonds on her left ring finger.

      So where is her husband? Why isn’t he here helping her hang the sign? There to tend to her cuts?

      Recalling her words about this being her new adventure and the we of her statement, my mind travels down a darker path. One of divorce, devastation, and betrayal—a journey I’ve walked. Is that the case here? Or is it a marriage where he doesn’t care what she does as long as she leaves him alone? I know of a few couples who live in the same house while having separate lives.

      “Thanks again for the save and the help.”

      Her words bring me back to the present and the fact I’m standing there staring at her. “Yeah, of course. You’re welcome. I’ll…see you tomorrow.”

      She follows me as I open the door and step out into the muggy summer air. I murmur goodnight but don’t hear a response before the lock flips into place behind me.

      My mood sours, and all the good I feel at having helped Bronwyn fades as I walk the rest of the way to the firehouse where I left my Wrangler.

      Bronwyn is a stranger, but I sense a pain in her that runs deep. Someone has hurt her. Someone close to her. And because I know that kind of anguish, I find myself fighting the anger I feel on her behalf.

      I’m not a saint, but I’ll never understand how the people who claim to love us the most can betray us the way they so often do.

      That will never make sense to me.

      It also makes me wonder who hurt Bronwyn and why she’s still wearing his ring…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Bronwyn

      Having such a close call leaves me inwardly trembling as I make my way upstairs. I lean heavily on the stair rail and slip off my shoes inside the door, taking a moment to rest against the wood panel after locking it. The worst of my shaking has passed, but inside I’m still a quivering puddle.

      Softness curls around my ankles, and Dexter—named for the serial killer from Dexter, the TV show—meows loudly. I lean down to pick him up and bury my face into his neck. “Hey, you.”

      A rumbling purr emerges, and I stroke him while walking deeper into the condo.

      While I have a few boxes left to unpack, my personal space is mostly clear of clutter. Mainly because the large majority of the three-bedroom, three-and-a-half-bath second-floor loft is empty.

      I don’t need this much space. But when I saw the photos, the view, and knew the likelihood of it being regularly rented to families—which would mean people constantly walking, or kids running, above the bookstore—I made that part of the deal.

      I wanted both spaces or neither of them.

      Thankfully, the building owner was more than happy to take my money in order to have a secure tenant for both floors. Then again, the cash payment for six months in advance didn’t hurt.

      The sleek wood-look tiles are cool on my bare feet as I set Dexter down and make my way to the fridge. I fed him earlier, so I grab a drink and give him a few treats before walking to the wall-to-wall windows facing the ocean.

      Gabriel Wolfe is right about the view. It’s spectacular. The moment the real-estate agent called me with the news she’d found the perfect place and it had retail space below, I knew it was meant for me. A gift from Jason.

      I never dreamed I’d do something so rushed and impulsive, but here I am, knowing in my heart of hearts that it’s meant to be mine.

      Regret and doubt came soon after I ended the call. The “OMG, what did I do?” panic of wondering if I’ll ever be brave enough to follow through on the plans Jason and I made as a distraction for him when he got sick.

      But…one day, the dream of us moving once he got better became just me.

      “Sell everything, Winnie. I mean it. Get beach furniture. And for Pete’s sake, whatever you do, get rid of my old recliner in the den and get something pretty that you like. Something comfortable where you can sit and watch the sunrise while you drink your coffee.”

      “Jason, why are you talking like this? You have to keep fighting. You have to fight.”

      “Promise me, Winnie. Promise me, you’ll do it. That you’ll get out of this dreary old house and go. I don’t want you holding onto this place, mourning me in the dark of winter by yourself. I want you to go and do all the things we talked about. Do it for me.”

      “You should be here,” I whisper, lowering my head against the glass, not caring one bit if it leaves a smudge as I stare out at the dark. “Why aren’t you here, Jason?”

      The moon shimmers over the water with twinkling sparkles that blur when my eyes fill. I blink wearily, too tired to even cry when, in the fourteen months he’s been gone, I’ve cried enough to practically fill the ocean outside. I miss him. I mourn him. But I also cry because of a different kind of pain.

      My shoulder throbs, and I remember the packet of pain relievers swiped from the emergency kit downstairs. I pull it from my pocket, rip it open, and manage to swallow them down without dropping them or the drink in the darkened living area.

      Dexter finds me again, winding around my legs before moving on to hop up on his multitiered cat tree and making his way to the very top. He sprawls out, looking very much like a lion surveying his vast kingdom.

      My bed calls to me. My body aches to lie down, but like always, now that it’s bedtime, my mind spins with memories and guilt as I move through the dark loft, thanks to the moonlight shining bright enough to light the way.

      I wash my face, brush my teeth, and change into pajamas. All the things one does by rote and takes for granted being able to do because they aren’t so sick they can’t lift their arms to do it for themselves.

      My new bedding seems to glow in the moonlight. Or maybe it’s the sugary white walls behind the new bed that remind me of how beautiful simple things can be, even though I don’t have Jason to share them with.

      I knew Jason my entire life. Grew up with him, played with him when we were children. We went to prom and dated and then spent the last thirteen years married. Not perfect years, but good ones. The kind that make me question why bad things happen to good people. He was good whereas I was…not. Not really.

      I curl up in the gorgeous, oversized chair I purchased along with the bed and beautiful nightstands, placing my feet on the ottoman and dragging the teal throw blanket from the back to cover me.

      Then I watch the moonlight dance across the waves, and I wonder if Jason was wrong. Maybe I made a huge mistake moving to Carolina Cove.

      Maybe this isn’t a gift from Jason at all.

      Maybe it’s another punishment from the evil that took him away. A place to be forever reminded that I’m not the woman he thought I was—and don’t deserve the life he left me…
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        * * *

      

      I smile at Jason, shaking my head at the boyish grin he flashes as he hops into the boat. “Wait! What are you doing?”

      “I’m going on an adventure!”

      I look around me, but nothing seems familiar. “But…you can’t just leave me here.”

      He shoves off from the shoreline, and I jog toward the edge, my heart pounding against my ribs. “Jason?”

      “I have to go, Winnie. You have your own adventure to take. Don’t forget!”

      “Forget what? Jason! Jason, don’t leave!”

      “I have to. You know that. You can do this, Winnie. Just don’t forget.”

      My stomach drops as I see him rapidly float farther and farther away. Until he disappears in a blink, and I gasp and jerk upright, heart pounding hard against my ribs. So hard, I press a hand to my chest as though that alone can slow it down.

      I finally fell asleep after hours and hours of watching the waves roll in, shimmering white caps tipped by silvery moonlight that captivates me and yet can’t drag me out of the painful guilt in which I’m mired.

      I’m not blind. But how could I have ogled Gabriel Wolfe’s muscular arms the way I did? Reveled in the feel of being cradled against him? I was scared, yes, but my reaction toward him and the way I felt in those seconds…?

      Where did that come from?

      More than anything, it feels wrong. Like a betrayal of the worst kind to a man who loved me beyond measure. A man who loved me enough to make sure I’m extremely well-provided for now. Is that really how I thank him? By ogling someone else?

      I drag myself out of the chair and splash cold water on my face, staring into the mirror at the circles under my eyes that seem darker than yesterday despite the sleep I managed before the all-too-familiar nightmare woke me.

      Sometimes I feel like dream Jason is trying to tell me something but can’t. Yet it’s the same dream, over and over again. To remember my promise to live for us both when… honestly, I feel that I'm the one who should have died so that Jason could have this time and place like he wanted.
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