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        This was such a fun, sweet read involving friends to more, close proximity, grumpy/sunshine, marriage of convenience, and insta-family. St. Amant weaves spiritual truths into this story such as being chosen by God and that God works things out for good.
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        You did not choose me, but I chose you.

        John 15:16a (NIV)

      

      

      
        
        
        Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound

        That saved a wretch like me,

        I once was lost but now I’m found

        Was blind but now I see.
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      There were too many people in his boat. No, there were too many kids in his boat.

      The evening sun began its lazy late summer descent, casting a golden glow atop the waves of Magnolia Bay. Linc Fontenot held back a scowl as yet another sticky-fingered, freckled-faced child grabbed for the steering column of Linc’s twenty-foot pontoon. Of all the nights for Anthony, his college-aged tour guide, to call in sick. Should have told him to pop an ibuprofen and get to work.

      “We’ll be off shortly.” Linc attempted a less-fake smile at his pontoon full of eight Croc-wearing, camera-clutching tourists. He probably sounded as annoyed as he felt, which wasn’t great for the five-star reviews he was in desperate need of, but some things, like the weather and this wind stirring up waves, just couldn’t be helped. The boat rocked again, and he braced his legs as he stood starboard, arms crossed.

      The dock—unlike the boat—sat annoyingly empty as they bobbed. Where was Zoey? She’d sworn she was on her way ten minutes ago. And not that she’d lie, exactly, but it’d be just like her to leave him hanging, stretch him to his max before swooping in to help at the last minute.

      “What’s this do?” The same freckled, sunburnt kid reached for one of the levers on the steering column.

      Linc swatted his hand away, let his scowl free. “Blows up the boat.”

      “Really?” The kid lowered his hands to his side, blue eyes wide against red cheeks.

      Linc narrowed his eyes. “Wanna find out?”

      Freckles adamantly shook his head and cowered into his mother, who wore a buckled life jacket despite the fact they hadn’t even set sail yet and vests were optional for participants over twelve. The mom frowned at Linc, wrapping her arm around her son.

      Five stars, five stars. “Uh, help yourself to the sodas in the cooler there.” Linc stepped away, turned his back. See? This was why Anthony did Boiling Bayou tours in the off-season. Linc was better with crawfish than people.

      He shaded his eyes and gazed up the dock, toward the boat house and the slightly leaning, boarded bathroom facility and the minuscule concession counter that made them able to pitch this bay-side tour business more legitimately. In the bow seat, a middle-aged couple wearing straw hats started arguing, one of them sounding like they’d already hit up happy hour at the pub before boarding. Great.

      He could probably only stall about five more minutes, and then he’d be forced to drive the boat and talk, God help him. Maybe they’d get lucky and see a dolphin, despite the last sighting having been weeks ago. No way would Linc be able to create the same energy Anthony did—giving facts about bay life and stats about the gulf beyond, making the tourists laugh and want to come back. Honestly, it was just a bay.

      But he’d come back years ago, hadn’t he? So maybe it was more.

      Two kids started a loud game of rock, paper, scissors, and Linc wondered for the tenth time if he could raise his age limit for tours. But then he’d be turning away families, and exhausted dads with fat wallets looking to sit down for an hour were the only reason he was able to keep things running in the off-season. The hurricane last year made this past crawfish and shrimp haul the smallest Linc had ever had. He just had to make up the difference this fall and winter with these side hustles, then hope for a solid season next spring. Problem was, he wasn’t generating enough traction on the tours yet, and Elisa, who’d helped market his buddy Noah’s inn recently, suggested he focus on getting people to leave reviews.

      Positive reviews. He winced. This was all doable, right? No need to worry.

      Except for the fact Zoey might not show up and he might have to play the role of fun-loving guide. That was reason to worry.

      But there she was, finally, jogging over the sun-warped planks, dark hair bouncing over her small, fairy-like frame. Her slouchy, oversized bag slammed her jean-clad hip with each step, her smile wide and knowing as she barreled straight down into the boat.

      “Took you long enough.” Linc kept his voice low, his stance solid as she braced one hand on his shoulder to soften her abrupt landing. Wasn’t that what he always did for her? Had done while she’d stood and watched her own business burn to the ground several weeks ago?

      He wasn’t the only one needing to make up profits. At least his status wasn’t emergency. Yet, anyway.

      She blinked up at him, blue eyes large beneath thick bangs, her smile far from innocent. “Now, did you think I left you here alone with all these”—she dropped to a horrified whisper—“people on purpose?”

      “Yes. I did.” His shoulder tingled under her touch. Been doing that lately. Somewhat bothersome.

      “And yet you called me anyway.” She winked, moving her hands to plant on her narrow hips. “I sort of like being your only hope.”

      He scowled again as he made his way to the wheel, shaking off the lingering burn on his arm. “Desperate times.”

      “Am I getting paid for this?” She unzipped that ridiculous bag and pulled out a black band.

      He plopped down on the captain’s chair. “No.”

      She affixed the band over one eye and struck a pose. Good grief, she’d brought an eye patch. “What about now?”

      He snorted. “I asked you to lead the tour, not channel your inner Captain Hook.”

      “Same thing, right?” She pulled a fake goatee from her purse, peeled off an adhesive strip, and affixed it to her cheeks and chin. Then draped a gold chain over her neck, rolled up her shirt sleeve to reveal the fake—please be fake—bicep tattoo of a heart reading MOM, and turned to the tourists with a grand gesture. “Ahoy, mateys! Welcome aboard.”

      Oh, brother. Linc shifted into reverse, and the boat puttered away from the dock as Zoey launched into an even thicker accent, sounding more British than pirate. But the kids had quieted down, and even Mrs. Uptight looked relaxed now, leaning back against the seat and smiling as her son stared, mesmerized, at Zoey.

      Same, kid, same. Linc threw the throttle into drive. Hard not to stare at Zoey lately. Which obviously was just proof Linc needed a vacation. He’d been working too hard the past month, was getting tired. Or something.

      Something dangerously close to vulnerable.

      He squinted into the sunlight as he navigated them out of the inlet into deeper water, keeping an eye on the wind still sending rogue gusts. Zoey might be goofy, but she’d rake in those five stars for him. He’d pay her for helping today, even though she wouldn’t be expecting it. She’d been couch-surfing over Magnolia Bay since her apartment lease ended and the insurance from the fire at Bayou Beignets had yet to pay out. She needed all the money she could get, despite insisting she was fine. He knew better, knew that was why she’d been scrambling to create her own side catering business in the meantime.

      She also insisted she couldn’t stay with him, even though he had two extra bedrooms. Said she’d cramp his style. And she would. He rather liked his high ceilings and cedar beams and wide windows with a view of a pond, his own private corner of Magnolia Bay. It was peaceful. Quiet.

      But maybe some temporary company didn’t sound too awful.

      Zoey leaned in toward her audience, casting one leg straight out to the side like it was a peg. “Who can tell me why one pirate pushed another one overboard?”

      The parents exchanged knowing grins while the kids shook their heads.

      “Because they got into an arrgh-gument, of course!”

      Linc rolled his eyes as the adults chuckled. “I thought Miley was the resident comedian around here.” The moody young barista had shocked everyone with her comedy skills at the Cajun Circus fundraiser his friend Cade hosted earlier in the summer. “You should probably keep your day job, Zo⁠—”

      Oops. She had no day job anymore. He winced.

      Zoey narrowed her eyes, the wind brushing back her hair and giving her an even more genuine pirate-like appearance. “If you’re going to insult me, commit already. Don’t stop mid-sentence like a coward.”

      “Sorry.” He briefly released the wheel and held up both hands in surrender. “I didn’t think it through.”

      “Since when do you care about that?” She turned back to the tourists, thankfully before she saw the grin Linc fought to hide. Maybe that was why he tolerated Zoey. Okay, more than tolerated. She had moxie. Always told him what he needed to hear.

      Never seemed to be scared of him, unlike most of the rest of the town.

      “I’ve got one more question for ye, then we’ll turn our attention to the murky, treasure-laden waters of Magnolia Bay.” Zoey wiggled her fingers toward the freckled kid.

      The boy jumped up from his seat and grinned. “I have a question too!”

      “Please remain seated at all times,” Linc droned.

      The kid reluctantly perched on the edge of the bench seat. The engine hummed beneath them. “What’s your pirate name?”

      “Oh! Um.” Zoey cleared her throat, cast a quick look at Linc.

      He shook his head, stoic. Nope, not helping. She’d gotten herself into this…

      “It’s, ah—” She adjusted the eye patch that had slipped. “Captain Z, of course.”

      Freckles sank back, skinny brows furrowed. “That’s bor-ing.”

      “I mean, that was my name. Before…the fire.” Zoey squared her shoulders.

      Freckles blinked and the rest of the crowd grew still. “The fire?”

      What was she doing? Linc steered them toward the open water, where two jet skis raced. He scowled. In this wind? Those arrogant idiots better follow the traffic rules…

      “Argh, that’s right. I’m homeless.” Zoey lifted her chin, patted her goatee as if she were making up a simple story and not merging fiction with reality. “Did you not see the burnt building on Village Lane?”

      “I did.” A younger girl, life jacket securely buckled, raised her hand, eyes wide. “That was yours?”

      Anyone else, he’d worry about the story sending them into a PTSD episode. Even his stomach twisted when he remembered the flames, the sweat pooling on his back as Zoey buried his face into his shoulder, hiding as her award-winning business burned to a crisp.

      But to Zoey, it was apparently just one more obstacle to pole-jump over onto a sunbeam. One more silver lining to an already gloriously metallic cloud. Did anything ever bother the woman?

      Though she did refuse to walk past the shop in its current shape—the shape on hold while she waited for the claims department to sort the whole mess out.

      “Arrgh, it’s true. Cannon fire.” She wiggled her fingers again and this time, Freckles’s grin returned.

      “What’s your new name?”

      “Did you get a promotion to captain because you won the pirate war?”

      “Did anything else burn down?”

      “Where will you live next?”

      The kids ignored Linc’s stay-seated command and jumped up and down, shooting rapid-fire questions, while the moms exchanged mildly concerned looks—as if they weren’t entirely sure how to reconcile the very real, burned building with Zoey’s story about very unreal pirates.

      Anthony never gave him these kinds of problems.

      Linc shook his head, gearing down to keep his distance from the jet skis still racing in a zig-zag. His fingers stuck to the lever, residue from Freckles, no doubt. Why were kids so sticky?

      “Hang on, guys. You have to answer a question for me, first.” Zoey raised her arms for attention, wobbling as Linc turned the boat portside to avoid the worst of the jet skis’ wake. She planted her feet. “Why were the kids so restless in pirating class?”

      Freckles blinked at her. Life Jacket Girl shrugged. Linc couldn’t look away, either, Zoey holding the entire boat captive as she rose on tiptoe, face light, eyes sparking with drama and life and sun.

      Man, she was pretty.

      “Because they were…over-bored!” Zoey lunged forward, arms splayed, as the kids jumped and shrieked. Then the wind slammed a wave into the wake of the second jet ski. Linc jerked his attention back to the wheel, two seconds too late. The boat launched. And Freckles went flying.

      His mom screamed at the splash. Zoey caught herself, tripping over the younger girl who had fallen to the slippery boat floor. She popped up like a wide-eyed gopher. Two dads jumped up, raced to the edge of the boat, slipping in their Crocs. Every other gaping-mouthed, wide-eyed head on board turned accusingly to Linc.

      He cut the boat to idle and sighed. So much for five stars.
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        * * *

      

      Zoey Lakewood had never fancied herself a betting woman, but if Magnolia Bay ever lowered itself enough to host a wet T-shirt contest, she’d put her life savings on Linc.

      Not that there’d be any left, the way she was currently plowing through her savings account after the fire.

      Linc’s flip-flops squished as he unceremoniously deposited the freckled boy back into his mother’s arms. His shirt stretched taut against his broad back and biceps. One of the men—the boy’s father?—reached to shake Linc’s hand, but Linc brushed it off, returning to his captain’s chair as his mane of wet man bun coursed rivers of water down his thick neck.

      He was mad.

      Zoey winced as the chaos meter in the boat escalated a notch, everyone swarming the kid with exclamations of concern. Did anyone blame her? Maybe she shouldn’t have been so dramatic with her pirate vibes. But how was she supposed to know the boat would lurch at the exact wrong moment? Wasn’t that Linc’s job as captain to know?

      She tried to catch Linc’s eye, but he only jammed the boat into gear and scowled as he flipped his dripping hair out of his face. “Tour’s over.”

      Oh, dunkin’ donuts, he wouldn’t look at her. So he was mad. Which wasn’t fair, but he’d get over it. Not much had been fair lately, and she wasn’t complaining. “Well, that over-bored joke sure was timely.” Zoey plastered on a bright smile for her damp audience, who didn’t smile back as the boat began puttering—slowly, to Linc’s credit—back toward the dock. She quickly pulled off her eye patch, blinking against the sunset glinting off the bay. “I guess I should have mentioned swimming was optional at the end of the tour only…”

      Crickets. Make that soggy crickets. She gulped.

      The boy’s parents continued fussing over him, while the young girl in a life jacket wrinkled her nose and tried to scoot as far from his spreading water puddle as possible. Linc muttered stuff about “told them to remain seated” as they neared the dock. Which was valid. So maybe it was a little of everyone’s fault.

      Still. She tried to think what else she had in her purse that could help save the tour, the bag her best friend Elisa often referred to as Mary Poppins’s. Personally, she’d rather think of it as Hermione Granger’s, but same concept—endless supplies.

      She began digging. Eye patch, ChapStick, the keys to her tired but trusty Jeep, her Alice in Wonderland coin purse, tissues, a mini screw driver, phone charger, a folded jump rope, pepper spray, emergency stash of candy—aha. This sure qualified.

      “Who wants Starburst?” She tugged the colored bag free and held it up. The kids cheered and more hair ties sprinkled to the floor like confetti. “Plenty for everyone. Parents too.” She handed the candy to the mom of the overboard boy. “Here, enjoy.” Maybe this would buy some time to fix this.

      She scurried to Linc’s side as the others gathered around the Starbursts. Time to test the waters. Waters, ha. That was a good one. “Ahoy, Captain.”

      “They’re going to want refunds.” A muscle ticked in his jaw, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. Probably calculating how much gas he’d already spent and wouldn’t get reimbursed for by the time he gave everyone their money back.

      She shuffled her feet, frowned. She hated when he was upset. Ironic, maybe, as she seemed to upset him the most.

      “Maybe offer refunds?” Zoey reached up to adjust the strap of her bag around her shoulder. “It’s only one tour, and hey, it got cut short, so now you can go home. Alone. To be, you know—alone.”

      As he liked. Which was part of why she kept refusing his offer to stay in one of his guest rooms while she waited on her insurance payout. Linc didn’t really want her there—he just felt obligated since he had unused space.

      “True.” Linc’s lower lip tugged to one side, as if fighting a smile. Ahh, a moment of humanity. “There’s not always a bright side, you know.”

      “Oh sure there is. Just gotta look for it.” She pulled his sunglasses off his face and immediately regretted it.

      His laser gaze slammed into hers without blinking. Linc. Always steady. Strong.

      Annoyed, maybe. But there.

      For her.

      She’d never really figured out why. He’d certainly never made a move on her, so it wasn’t romantic intention. He’d been there when she was younger too. Like that one day back when she was in middle school and took baking lessons from his aunt, and he⁠—

      “Or maybe some people see things that aren’t there.” Linc snatched his glasses from her, returned them to his face.

      Okay, then. Mr. Grumpy was back. Zoey stepped back as he secured the boat to the dock. The tourists stood, grumbling and shucking off life vests, one of them mumbling about one-star reviews.

      Oh no. Linc needed good reviews. And everyone leaving the tour squishy and annoyed wasn’t going to get those. She had to salvage this for him, even if it wasn’t technically her fault. At least, not all her fault. Lord, a little help? Something happy?

      And then, like the parting of the Red Sea—okay, slightly less dramatic—the sun glinted off a distant wave and revealed…

      “Dolphin!” Zoey pointed. Her heart soared.

      The kids squealed and the adults whipped around to look. “Where?” Everyone rushed portside, and the boat rocked precariously.

      “There it is!”

      “I see it!”

      The grumbles turned to delighted murmurs. Everyone stood still, watching, as a second dolphin crested the water. The pair bobbed in the setting sun, cruising back out toward the gulf, slick backs shining like—well, like a silver lining. Zoey breathed a sigh of relief. Thank you.

      Linc joined her, crossing his arms as several people began snapping pictures of the dolphins. His sunglasses were tucked into the collar of his wet shirt. But for once, his brow wasn’t furrowed, his jaw wasn’t tight. “Good save.”

      “I prayed.”

      “Figured.”

      She shrugged. “Least I could do.”

      “Was it?” Turning, Linc’s eyes lingered on hers, then dropped to her lips.

      Um. Huh? Her mouth went dry. Her stomach dropped. “I⁠—”

      “You forgot to shave.” He ripped the goatee off her chin like a Band-Aid.

      “Ow!” She rubbed her jaw, more surprised than hurt. “I forgot it was there.”

      Linc smirked. “Then I’ll amend my earlier statement to include that some people don’t see what is right there.”

      “You’re right.” She ignored the flutter in her stomach, the slight shake in her hands, and forced her brightest smile. “They sure don’t.”

      She rolled in her lower lip, trying not to watch as he meandered back to the captain’s chair.

      And maybe they never would.
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      “You knocked a kid overboard?” Elisa plopped on the bench seat opposite Zoey in her booth at Magnolia Blossom, interrupting the sounds of dwindling evening chatter and pie forks scraping against plates. Her best friend’s ever-popular diner stayed open late on weekend nights, now that tourism was finally booming again.

      “That literally was less than an hour ago.” Zoey steadied her water glass on the table as Elisa settled on the bench. “I forget how small this town is.”

      “No, you don’t, that’s why you love it.” Elisa tucked her short blonde hair behind her ears. She still wore an apron, as she enjoyed cooking again as much as she did owning the place. “But don’t change the subject.”

      “I sort of accidentally scared a kid who fell overboard. Big difference.” Zoey fiddled with a leaf on the magnolia centerpiece between them, the one that propped up the newly printed menus featuring the diner’s magnolia logo. Hadn’t even been a month since the Bayou Beignets fire and she already missed brainstorming marketing schemes, creating graphics, playing with new logos…“Besides, Linc was the one who missed seeing that wave.”

      Elisa winced. “I’m sure he loved hearing you point that out.”

      “God sent us dolphins, so it all worked out.” Of course, there was that still weird moment with Linc where she thought he’d—where she’d almost—oh, forget it. Stupid.

      “You prayed for dolphins?” Elisa asked.

      “I pray for everything.” As her parents always said, faith and prayer—that’s what moves mountains. You do your part and God does His. So she did. She prayed for her missionary parents’ safety and ministry overseas, her friends, Pastor Todd.

      She just apparently hadn’t known she needed to pray for her beignet shop not to burn down.

      “Are you praying for this wedding?” Elisa laughed. “We need it. Noah is driving me crazy. He’s stressing over numbers and the catering budget and whether we should risk having a bar and offending people, or not having a bar and offending other people…”

      “It’s your big day.” Zoey reached across the table and grabbed her friend’s hand. “What do you want?”

      “I just want to get married.” She held up her left hand, diamond catching the overhead lights. “And Noah wants everything to be perfect for me, but I really don’t care about the details like he assumes I do.”

      “That’s sweet.” Which was totally Noah. “Who would have thought, your former mortal enemy is now the man who wants to spoil you and can’t even look at you without turning into a puddle of mush.”

      Elisa’s cheeks flushed pink. “God works in mysterious ways. But good gravy, I’m being selfish.” She waved her hand in the air. “The wedding will be fine—even if it is in roughly a month and there’s still a ton to figure out. How are you?”

      “Not any different since the last time you asked.” Zoey made a show of checking her watch. “Roughly ten hours ago at the inn.” Noah had insisted she take a spare room the past week, while she continued waiting on insurance to pay out. Elisa was doing the same until their big day. “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

      “Um, because you’re homeless and lost your business?” Elisa winced. “Not to be blunt.”

      “I’m fine.” Zoey leaned back in the booth, infusing her voice with brightness. As always, no reason to let anyone else know she was worried and ruin their day with her issues. “Chief Sanders said the fire started from that new commercial fryer I had just installed, so the claims department should get back to me any day now.”

      Talk about bad timing, since she’d spent most of her savings on said fryer—and since she and Elisa had chosen not to renew their lease on their shared apartment because of the pending wedding. Now Zoey couldn’t afford it herself, even if she had kept it. She smiled anyway. “It’ll all work out.”

      “Right, of course.” Elisa’s furrowed brow belied her confidence in Zoey’s statement, but that was okay. Zoey had enough sunshine for them both. For everyone.

      “I’ve been working on getting my catering business going, and looking up new recipes to dive into when I’m fully back in business and have a professional kitchen again.” Speaking of, she had a batch of cookies out in her Jeep she’d experimented with that morning, stashed in a Tupperware she’d nabbed from the inn’s kitchen. Had meant to bring them to Linc but forgotten in her rush to get to the tour.

      “That’s good.” Elisa’s frown eased a bit.

      “And I’ve been dabbling more with my photography lately.” Zoey smiled. “See, I told you. Totally fine.” Not a lie. Not denial. Just being positive.

      There was a difference.

      “Okay. If you’re sure.” Elisa started to stand. “I better go check on Lucius in the kitchen, and get ready to start closing up.”

      “Yeah, I better go too. I’ll see you back at the Blue Pirogue.” Zoey scooted off the bench seat, knocking her bag she’d forgotten, nestled next to her, to the floor. The contents scattered across the tile. Oops. She scrambled to grab everything before Elisa could see, but her friend was faster.

      “Dabbling, huh?” She picked up the photo Zoey had taken last week and gotten developed, a black-and-white shot of Linc on his boat, bun tousled in the wind, bicep flexed as he steered with one muscular arm. “Wow. Looks like a cologne ad.”

      “He’s an interesting subject, that’s all.” Zoey snatched the photo back and stood, trying not to let her gaze linger on the image. Even though she’d stared at it quite a bit the past few days. Linc was attractive, sure—anyone who claimed not to see that would be an idiot.

      But something about this particular candid, something about the gleam in his eye as he stared across the water…Linc looked so calm. Settled. Almost—happy? She didn’t know what he was thinking about, what had removed his near-permanent scowl for this particular moment.

      And that’s why she kept studying it. It was a whole side to her best friend she didn’t know.

      “I think this is a very interesting subject indeed.” Elisa grinned as she bent back down to pick up Zoey’s ChapStick and screwdriver.

      “You know it’s not like that. We’re not like that.” Zoey dropped her belongings into the bag and hiked the strap up her shoulder. “We’re besties.”

      Elisa’s smile widened knowingly as she crossed her arms. “I thought I was your bestie.”

      “He’s my guy bestie.”

      “I’m kidding. But I think you’re kidding yourself a little too.”

      “Linc sees me as an annoying little sister type, at best.” Zoey’s heart raced beneath her hoodie. “He’s Linc. He…”

      “He what?” Elisa’s voice lowered.

      Zoey looked back at the photo still in her hands. “He makes me feel safe.” Like maybe she didn’t have to be in control after all.

      Like maybe someone could take care of her, for once.

      “I get it.” Elisa’s smirk shifted to a soft smile. “I’m just teasing you. You know, I probably just want you to have what I have with Noah, is all.”

      “I will.” Zoey shoved the photo into her bag and zipped it. “Someday. With someone.”

      Just not with Linc. Because there was nothing safe about opening one’s heart to a romantic relationship.

      And—cologne-ad-model worthy or not—she wouldn’t ever risk losing the security Linc brought to her life.
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        * * *

      

      His life was chaos.

      “You said it was an emergency.” Linc crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at Zoey, who wore a hoodie and clutched a full Tupperware container to one hip. “You’ve got cookies.”

      The September night air washed over them, drying the still-damp-from-his-shower hair and warming his bare arms. He’d shoved himself into a T-shirt and track pants that might or might not have been washed since his last workout, and run out the door in a panic, wondering what could have made Zoey send him an “SOS, meet me at our spot” text. He’d just seen her a few hours ago at the dock, when they’d parted ways after he’d secured the boat for the night.

      “You’re very astute.” Zoey opened the red lid. “Try one.”

      Crickets chirped from the bushes lining the walkway to the gazebo off Village Lane, mocking him. “Aye. You don’t even care that you cried wolf?”

      “Hold on.” She pulled her phone from her back pocket and held up their text thread, feigning innocence. “Nope. As I expected—I never used the word wolf.”

      He closed his eyes, a headache forming in his temples. “Zoey, I’ve had enough emergencies for one day, and this sudden taste test of yours doesn’t qualify as one.” He could still hear the splash as Freckles went overboard. Still feel the judging stares boring into him afterward.

      Could still feel the panic over the looming one-stars threatening him on the internet. He scowled. Too bad this wasn’t the good ol’ days of past generations, where one could run a business without needing FaceTok or InstaBooks or whatever the newest platform was called.

      “Your perspective is wrong.”

      He opened his eyes.

      Zoey grinned. “You should be grateful this wasn’t an emergency, if you’re tired of them.”

      “That’s not the—oh, whatever.” Her logic, while accurate, boggled his mind sometimes. And he hated feeling boggled. Especially at nine o’clock at night, after a near-disaster of a tour. They’d escaped without issuing refunds, thanks to Zoey and her dolphins. She was like Snow White, or whatever princess was good with animals.

      He studied Zoey’s dark hair, her thick bangs highlighting bright blue eyes, and his annoyance dissipated a notch. Yeah, Snow White was the dark-haired one. It fit.

      “I worked on a new recipe at the inn this morning and need to know what you think. Just don’t tell Noah I used his kitchen without permission.” Zoey held a cookie up to Linc’s mouth. “Try it. Then you can go home.”

      “I was at home. Quite content, for that matter.” He ducked aside, which wasn’t hard, given her short arm span. “Besides, I haven’t been force-fed since I was a toddler.” Before his mom died, his dad left. He’d gotten lucky, as far as foster parents went. He shoved away the memories.

      “Those were probably vegetables.” She wiggled the cookie and grinned. “This is sugar.”

      “That’s even worse. You know I don’t eat a lot of sugar.”

      “Just a taste.”

      He glared. “Why is this important right now?”

      “Well, we’re already here, aren’t we?”

      Why not? She practically had the cookie resting on his lips now, anyway. Besides, arguing with Zoey was an Olympic sport, and he hadn’t adequately trained. He took a reluctant bite, rolled his eyes. “There. Tasted.”

      “And?”

      “It’s good.”

      She pouted, a breeze rustling her bangs. The moon peeked from behind a cloud. “You’re just saying that.”

      Crawfish never argued back. Linc sighed. “It’s good.”

      She adjusted the container on her hip. “I need description, Linc. My dessert catering business is on the line, here. Does it melt in your mouth? Does it make you want to order a dozen more? Is it too sweet? Just right?”

      Kinda dry, actually. He frowned. “What am I, Goldilocks?”

      She frowned back. “Imagine that you are.”

      “Then I would turn myself in to the police for breaking and entering.”

      “Linc.”

      “What? She committed a crime!”

      A tree frog croaked, as if Zoey was interrupting its bedtime too. She pursed her lips, waited.

      “Fine, it tastes better than porridge.” Maybe. Linc licked his lips. What had she put in there, sawdust? The aftertaste grew worse.

      “How am I supposed to believe you like it if you can’t specify what you like?” Her eyes danced. “Okay, that’s it. You have to touch the post.”

      She had him, and she knew it. He scowled, following her gaze to the ornate black lamppost stationed outside the gazebo. Its light glowed, soft amber rings reflecting on the worn sidewalk beneath. “That tradition is silly.”

      “Some traditions are, but this one works. You can’t lie if you touch the post, and you know it.”

      “Just because you declare something doesn’t make it true.” But somehow, it did, and she knew it. He never should have gone along with this ridiculous “pinky promise replacement,” as she’d put it years ago when she’d first dragged him there as a kid.

      But he’d come and touched the post that day, just like he’d come tonight. And would do it again.

      Because it was really getting hard to tell Zoey no.

      Didn’t mean she’d like his answer, though. He closed the distance to the lamp and slapped his palm against the solid black post. “Go ahead.”

      Her eager expression glowed under the light. She cleared her throat, squared her shoulders. “Did you like the new recipe?”

      “No.”

      Her smile fell. “Linc!”

      “What? You’re the one making me do this.” He shifted his weight, still touching the post. “Anything else?”

      “What didn’t you like?”

      “Wasn’t a good cookie.” He shrugged. “Dry. Kinda tasteless—until the sawdust took over.”

      She winced. “Sawdust?”

      “Stick to beignets, kid. You’re good at that.” Really good, actually. “Donuts, kolaches. Fried stuff.”

      “You forget I don’t have a fryer right now.” Zoey sighed. “Never mind. I just need to be patient. It’ll all work out.”

      She kept saying that. Hopefully it was true. He let his arm fall from the post. “Why did this matter so much tonight?”

      “I wanted to give you something after your nearly ruined tour.”

      “It wasn’t, though.” He moved to stand closer to her. “Your dolphins saved the day. So what gives? You could have brought me porridge cookies tomorrow.”

      “I guess I didn’t feel like going back to the inn yet.” Zoey dropped down to the grass, pulled her knees up to her chest.

      Oy. Linc dipped into a squat, refusing to camp out longer than necessary. It was a good stretch this way, at least. “Why not?”

      She pursed her lips. “Weird decor?”

      He held her stare.

      “Fine.” She looked away. “Sometimes the Blue Pirogue just reminds me of how much limbo I’m in. It feels like a hotel, you know?”

      “That’s because it is.”

      She ignored him. “I know it’s temporary, but it’s hard not being able to work. I’m used to cooking all day, marketing, being creative.” She wrinkled her nose at the discarded tub. “That’s part of why I’m playing around with catering efforts. Well, that, and the potential paycheck.”

      He shifted his weight in his squat. “And photography?”

      Her shoulders stiffened. “What do you mean?”

      “I saw you taking pictures last week on the boat.”

      Her eyes widened. “You did?”

      “Yeah. Of the sunset, or whatever.” He’d noticed because he’d been cruising the pontoon, eyes locked on the water, thoughts ruminating on the next day’s schedule, when bam. Next thing he knew, his mind had drifted to thoughts of her. Of them. Of how nice it felt to have Zoey riding in the boat, like she truly belonged there. Like it’d be weird for her not to be there.

      The click of the shutter had thankfully snapped him out of the near-mushy moment.

      Zoey cleared her throat. “Right, the sunset was top notch that night.” Her gaze lowered to the cookie tub. “Maybe I should give up on the cookie baking, work with you on the boat instead.”

      Oh, man. There sure hadn’t been a camera shutter to snap him out of it today, had there, when he’d been watching her instead of paying attention to the water. The piling weather. His stomach tightened. She couldn’t fill in for Anthony. It was too risky.

      But how could he turn her down when she clearly needed money?

      He shook his head. “Maybe we need to find you a part-time job with steady hours until your catering can take off, or you get back into a beignet storefront. The tours aren’t consistent enough for what you need, I’m sure.”

      Not a lie. But not the full truth, and that felt bad. But what was he supposed to say? Sorry I can’t keep staring at you while you’re performing that close to me? He wasn’t a creep.

      Things were just…weird right now.

      “You’d help me find something?” She raised a brow.

      “Of course.” Especially if that meant he’d get to sleep at night, not have to traipse around the town at nine p.m. “Maybe Elisa needs help at the diner.”

      Zoey shook her head. “She doesn’t. Besides, can you imagine me carrying trays of food and drinks all day?”

      Good point. She was a little clumsy. “What about Second Story? Or Chug a Mug?”

      “Sadie already has all the part-time help she needs at the bookstore.” Zoey wrinkled her nose. “And on second thought, I really don’t want to get plugged in somewhere just to quit days or maybe weeks later when my claims check finally arrives.” She hugged her jean-clad knees. “I’ll just ride it out. Eventually, I’ll be able to get a new storefront and everything will be like it never happened.”

      It wouldn’t be exactly like that, though. He knew all about denial. Some decisions, some circumstances, some things out of your control simply left scars. He rubbed the tattoo on his ribcage, grimaced.

      Zoey rested her cheek on her knee. “The Blue Pirogue is great for my situation, honestly. I shouldn’t complain.”

      Linc drew a breath, let it out. “I keep telling you I have an extra room.” Two, actually. He’d gotten the three-bedroom, log-cabin style house tucked into two acres of woods for a steal when he’d moved back to the Bay and started Boiling Bayou Crawfish six years ago.

      “But I have a room at the inn.” She grinned a little. “Better situation than baby Jesus was in, right?”

      “Suit yourself.” Probably for the best. He was starting to hope she would come stay, which was a red flag. He didn’t need company—didn’t like company. He just felt sorry for her, that was all. She was a friend, and in a tough spot. Nothing mushy about it.

      Even if she was distracting him lately.

      He stood.

      “Look, I promise if my next option is a stable, I’ll take you up on the offer.” She smiled up at him. “Want me to touch the post?”

      “No.” He held out his hand, pulled her to her feet. “I believe you.” Besides, he didn’t want her getting any crazy ideas, like making him touch the post again while asking him if he really wanted her at his house. “Don’t forget your container of sawdust there.”

      She smirked. “Funny.”

      He started walking toward his truck, then cast a glance over his shoulder. Zoey stood where he left her, staring up at the moon, arms crossed over her middle. “Coming?” he called.

      “I think I’ll hang out a little longer. I like the fresh air.” Zoey waved him on. “Go ahead. Go to bed.”

      He waved good night, then climbed into his truck. Started the ignition, drove down the street…then made the block and killed the lights, parking just down the road from the gazebo. He cut the engine and waited. Watching. Protecting.

      Because—for better or worse—something about Zoey Lakewood always kept him coming back.
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      Zoey shut the heavy front door of the Blue Pirogue quietly behind her, not wanting to wake Elisa in her room down the hall on the first floor. Noah slept upstairs in the master that would eventually be theirs after the wedding, while Zoey conveniently bummed the room closest to the kitchen.

      She eyed the full container of ruined cookies in her hands and winced. Maybe not that conveniently. At least Linc had told her the truth before she gave them to anyone else. She’d need to tweak her recipe, maybe use less salt. More vanilla. Something.

      She crossed the welcoming lobby, full of potted ferns and carpet runners and fresh paint from this past spring when Noah had finished renovating the place, and headed for the kitchen to dump the cookies in the trash.

      Goldilocks. She snorted. She should make Linc real porridge after all that. Would serve him right. Still, his words brought a smile, a rush of warmth and familiarity as she moved stealthily through the lower level of the inn. Linc was consistent, at least, in this current season of her life where nothing else seemed to be. She knew where she stood, what to expect from her grumpy best friend.

      Even if he was rude about her baking efforts.

      A light shone from the kitchen, and she paused around the corner. Another guest enjoying a midnight snack?

      Low voices rumbled. “…booked solid.”

      “That’s great!”

      “It would be. Except we’re losing money.”

      Zoey frowned. Oops. Noah and Elisa. She probably shouldn’t be eavesdropping. Back-stepping, she shifted the Tupperware to her other hand. She could dump the cookies somewhere else and⁠—

      “…Zoey.”

      She stopped again. They were talking about her?

      “What do you mean?” Elisa’s voice sounded confused.

      Noah’s tone lowered, nearly imperceptible. “We really need her room.”

      “Noah, she’s my best friend.”

      “She’s my friend too. But this is hundreds of dollars a week we’re not bringing in—plus the groceries.”

      Zoey braced one hand on the doorframe. Guilt nudged. She’d given Elisa some grocery money, and despite her friend’s insistence it was plenty, she knew it hadn’t been enough to actually cover her costs at the inn. But her bank account was running so low…she really needed to get some recipes figured out for this catering venture.

      “She has nowhere else to go. She couch-surfed for weeks before coming here.”

      Noah sighed. “I know.”

      “And it’s only temporary.” Elisa’s voice pleaded.

      “You really think the claims department is going to just suddenly hand her a check? After all this time?” Noah’s tone dipped. “It’s been almost a month.”

      “She believes they will.”

      “Zoey’s an optimist.”

      She winced. That was a good thing, wasn’t it? No one wanted a Negative Nancy. Not her friends, her old boss, her missionary parents…Even now, her mom’s voice from childhood rang in her mind. Tired after a long night of revival services. Weary after prayer vigils and ministry. You’re always my happy sunshine, Zoey. Never change.

      What other choice did she have?

      As if reading her mind, Noah continued. “Being optimistic is great, but I’m trying to be realistic. She needs a long-term plan if this drags out much longer. We can’t keep this up indefinitely—we’re paying for a wedding and a honeymoon.”

      “I know. But we can’t just kick her out.”

      Zoey winced.

      “Of course I’m not kicking her out.” Noah’s tone gentled. “I just wanted you to know—business is up, but we’re turning away guests.”

      “You know what would also solve this problem?” Elisa didn’t wait for an answer. “Throwing your name in the hat for mayor. You could still run the inn too. It’d be extra income doing something positive for the town you love.”

      Noah sighed. “The town I didn’t even know I wanted to stay in until I found you.”

      “That was then. This is now.” Elisa’s voice gentled. “Even my father warmed up to you. You’d be great at being mayor, sugar, and you know it.”

      She’d stood there way too long. Zoey eased away from the door, face burning. Not only was she a financial drain, she was an eavesdropper.

      She slowly backed up and turned, but her shoe caught the carpet runner and she tripped. Oomph. The container of cookies dropped from her hands and landed with a loud thump on the hardwood floor.

      Oh no. She scrambled upright just as Elisa and Noah came hurrying from the kitchen. They both wore sweatshirts, jeans, and matching wide-eyed expressions.

      “Sorry for the noise. Tripped on my way to the kitchen.” Zoey stood, sheepish, hoping they couldn’t tell she’d overheard. She gestured with the container as if proof.

      “Ooh, cookies.” Noah’s brown eyes lit, and Elisa elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Oh, you don’t want these. It was a bad batch.” She clutched it to her chest, filling her voice with cheer. “I’m actually glad you’re up. I wanted to tell you both I got a new place to stay for a while.”

      Hopefully.

      “Oh really?” Noah beamed. “That’s great.”

      Elisa elbowed him again. “Where?” She tilted her head, eyes narrowed with suspicion. “That was fast.”

      “With a friend.” Zoey waved her hand, starting to back away again. No more questions. If they knew it was Linc, they’d insist she stay at the inn, and then she’d be in an even more awkward spot. She couldn’t stand to be the problem any longer.

      Not when she was the one who always fixed things.

      She cleared her throat. “They have an extra room for me to camp out a bit. I mean, no one can live in a hotel forever, right?”

      “Right.” Elisa nodded, staring hard at Zoey as if attempting to read beneath the surface. Even still, relief filled the gentle lines of her face. Maybe Elisa didn’t want to look too hard after all. This was for the best, for everyone.

      Except maybe Zoey.

      “Anyway, I’ll be out tomorrow after I pack up.” Zoey kept her voice bright, her expression neutral as she gestured once more with the tub of cookies. “And I really appreciate you guys letting me stay here so long.”

      Noah’s lips twisted guiltily to the side, and he shot Elisa a look. “Of course. Anytime.”

      Elisa offered a sheepish smile. “Good night, Zoey.”

      “Good night, guys.” She hustled to her room.

      Hopefully Linc was up for one more surprise.
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      He was a horrible person.

      Linc scrubbed his hand over his face, his bristled jaw like sandpaper under his palm as he fought a yawn. He finished tugging his T-shirt over his head as he stumbled across the living room, toward the kitchen, squinting at the early morning sun glaring off the deck through the front door window. Only six thirty on Saturday morning, and he couldn’t sleep for tossing in guilt over Zoey.

      He opened the fridge and stood staring at the contents, the chilled air wafting across his bare feet. A jug of milk and several packages of defrosted chicken stared back, next to a bowl of fresh salsa and a carton of eggs. His stomach growled, but he wasn’t in the mood for an omelet. Right now, anything he consumed would just churn with his guilt.

      Zoey was obviously struggling—in vain—to branch out from her tried-and-true beignets for this catering venture of hers, and he’d spent much of the night debating on his decision to keep her off his boat. After all, it’d be easy money for her, and Anthony had been calling in a lot lately. She’d be a help playing guide, and the tourists seemed to like her.

      But Linc remembered the way he couldn’t keep his focus on the water, his eyes off her smile and her tanned shoulders and well—obviously, he couldn’t afford the distraction she posed.

      Maybe that was really why he felt like a horrible person—for having all these not-so-friend-like thoughts about his best friend.

      He shut the fridge door with a thump. Maybe there was another way he could help Zoey out. Not that he had the funds to spare, until his own side hustle started booming. Besides, Zoey would never let him pay her bills.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      He frowned as he started for the front door, temper rising. Who in the world would be on his property this time of morning? Couldn’t they read the no trespassing signs? He growled, mood tanking even further, and wrenched the knob. “This better be⁠—”

      “An emergency?” Zoey smiled hopefully at him through the screened door, wearing jeans and a Care Bear graphic tee. A suitcase stood beside her on the wooden porch, a pillow resting on top.

      Oh. Something jumped in his gut, something he didn’t want to examine too closely. And his mood lifted.

      He opened the door, hinges creaking, and fought to keep his voice level, his face straight. “Guess you got banned to the stables after all. No more room in the inn?”

      “Something like that.” She attempted to wrestle her purple suitcase, nearly as big as her, inside the door.

      “For crying out loud. Let me, before you hurt yourself.” Linc nudged her out of the way and easily hefted the giant bag to the living room.

      The screen door shut behind Zoey with a smack. “Guess this makes me Goldilocks, now.”

      “Searching for the right bed?” Aye. That sounded way different when he said it out loud. He quickly moved to the kitchen. Coffee. They both needed coffee. He started punching buttons on the machine he’d used a hundred times before and suddenly couldn’t remember how to operate.

      “For crying out loud.” Zoey mocked him, elbowing him out of the way and taking over. “Let me, before you hurt yourself.”

      “Cute.” Still, he sank onto one of the kitchen bar stools, propped his feet on the rung, and let her. “So. What happened?”

      “No biggie.” She opened the red container of Folgers. “The inn got booked up.”

      What? “Noah kicked you out?” Linc scowled, started to stand. Noah was a good guy, one of the few people Linc would call a real friend, but this seemed⁠—

      “No.” Zoey dumped the filter full of yesterday’s coffee grounds into the trash can under the sink. “But I can’t stay knowing that. Everyone has worked so hard to get tourism going again around here, and Noah almost lost the inn once. I can’t be the reason his business suffers.”

      He grunted. “That’s noble of you.” Which was Zoey—always putting others first. He watched as she bustled around, like she already lived there, pulling out two mugs and using bottled water for the coffee pot. The picture was homey, cozy…downright dangerous.

      “Is your offer still good?” She paused, mugs in hand, shooting him a look full of restrained hope.

      Something stirred, something inside him he hadn’t felt since Kirsten. Hadn’t wanted to feel. Because look what that had gotten him? Betrayal. Sleepless nights.

      Tattoos that wouldn’t completely come off.

      Zoey wasn’t a girlfriend or an ex though. She was a friend, a constant in his life. She was different.

      He opened his mouth to say yes, to assure her, then stopped. Was he really ready for her to be under the same roof if he couldn’t focus while riding on the same boat?

      He rocked back on the bar stool, thinking, holding her curious gaze. Maybe this was his answer of how to help her out without feeling guilty over the whole tour thing. He could spend more time on that, focus in during the day, only see Zoey in the evenings, when he didn’t need to concentrate.

      Yeah. This would be fine—so long as he kept all those errant thoughts like this one at bay.

      He relaxed. “Like I always said, you have a room here as long as you need.” He’d never had long-term company before. But if it had to be someone, might as well be Zoey. She knew him the best of everyone in Magnolia Bay, and the fact she’d finally accepted his offer was nice.

      Not that he was lonely, exactly.

      “It won’t be for long.” Zoey dumped the fresh grounds into the filter, talking faster than usual—even for her. Maybe she didn’t need the coffee. “I’m sorry to just show up like this, but I really don’t know where else to go.”

      He squinted.

      “I just feel like a burden everywhere, you know? Rosalyn’s house is so fancy, I wore my shoes in the living room once, and now I’m pretty sure I’m on the blacklist with their housekeeper.” She started the coffee pot, jiggled the carafe into place. “And Mama D talks all night like an endless slumber party. Trish snores so bad I can hear her through the walls from the futon…which is sort of like sleeping on a lead pipe.”

      The coffee pot gurgled, as if trying to keep up with her spill. Linc rubbed his eyes.

      Lot of words for six a.m.

      “Sadie let me crash a night but then had to take care of her sister after that, which was fine because I think I’m allergic to her cat.” Zoey talked faster, staring into the dark liquid brewing. “And Miley offered to let me stay with her, but I couldn’t tell if she was serious, and honestly, she’s kind of scary, even if she is a comedian now.”

      So Linc had been a last resort. Which he figured, but it still stung a little. Did she even want to do this? He hesitated. “Zoey, maybe⁠—”

      “It really is okay to stay here, right?” She turned a pleading gaze on him, and his heart twisted. “I won’t bother you.”

      He fought to hide a smile. “Yes, you will.”

      She shoved her fingers into her hair and winced. “No more than usual, anyway.”

      He snorted. “I told you it’s fine, and it’s fine. As long as you’re comfortable with it.”

      “It’ll just be for a few days, week tops. That check is coming, any minute now.” She snapped her fingers. “Then we’re back in business, baby.”

      “Right.” Somehow he doubted it was going to happen that quickly. He leaned forward, rested his arms on the island. “There’re a few ground rules we should probably go over, then.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh. Sure, yeah. I mean, it’s your house.”

      Starting to feel more like a home by the minute, with her there. He cleared his throat. “First one being, don’t you dare make me eat more porridge cookies.”

      Her lips twitched. “That’s fair, I guess.”

      “Use the kitchen, if you want, but I’m only your guinea pig for the good stuff.”

      “Done. What else?”

      “No noise after midnight or before six a.m.”

      She held up both hands. “For the record, today I knocked at six-thirty-two.”

      “Cutting it close.”

      “Rules are rules.” She grinned. “What else?”

      “Clean up after yourself. I hate dirty dishes.”

      “Also fair.”

      He pointed at her. “No touching my protein powder.”

      “Which one?” She gestured to the arrangement of black canisters lining the counter by the backsplash.

      “I said the protein powder. The others are pre-workout and creatine, obviously.”

      “Obviously.” She wrinkled her nose at them. “I have all the muscle I need for baking already, don’t worry.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt you to do a pushup every now and then.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe I’ll have some rules too. Like no insulting your guests.”

      Linc scoffed. “Guest? This is more like a hostile takeover. I saw the size of your suitcase.”

      Her eyes lit in challenge. He loved arguing with her. Pretty sure the feeling was mutual. “Oh yeah? Don’t change the subject. I’m not the one who implied you were scrawny.”

      They both simultaneously looked at his crossed arms, his thick biceps filling the sleeves of his T-shirt. He lifted a brow at her.

      A tinge of color coated her cheeks. “Well, okay. Obviously that wouldn’t be realistic.”

      He held up one hand. “I wasn’t insulting your appearance when I suggested working out. You’re obviously pretty…” Oops. Too far. He coughed.

      Her turn for a brow raise. “Oh? You think I’m pretty?”

      He cleared his throat. Danger, danger. “I was saying, pretty much in shape. You know, for your lifestyle.” He swallowed, tried to look nonchalant.

      “Why, Linc Fontenot, I do declare.” Zoey dramatically fluttered her eyelashes, took on a thick southern accent that didn’t sound too far from Elisa’s real voice. “You sure know the way to a woman’s heart.”

      “Come on, you know what I mean.” He didn’t know whether to laugh, insult her further to distract her, or simply take his coffee and vanish to the front deck. “Working out is good for you. Endorphins and all that chemical stuff. You could probably use some of that lately.”

      “Ahh, I see. I didn’t realize you’d gotten a life coach certificate.” Thankfully, this time she grinned, letting him off the hook.

      Though catch and release was the last game he should be playing with her right now. It was all their usual banter and fun to her. To him…well, it was getting way too real, and she could never know that fact. He gulped his coffee just as Zoey’s phone chimed.

      She pulled it from her pocket, looked down. “Voicemail.”

      Huh. People actually set those up?

      “That’s weird. It didn’t even ring.” She frowned and began tapping the screen.

      “I don’t get great service out here.” Exactly the way he liked it—minimal distractions. Except for this pixie-sized one taking over his kitchen. At least the coffee she’d made smelled good.

      She held the phone to her ear, listening to the message. “It’s automated.” Then her eyes widened, cheeks flushed. “Oh no.”

      “What?” On second thought…“Wait.” He couldn’t handle anything else pre-coffee. He got up, pushed past her to the gurgling pot, and switched the carafe with a mug, expertly catching the stream of hot liquid before swapping them back.

      Linc leaned one hip against the counter and took a long sip. The brew burned his mouth, but it would keep him alert for whatever was next. He inhaled a long sniff of steam. “Okay, go.”

      Zoey’s face, for once, wasn’t full of hope. “That was the insurance company.”

      He took another long sip, frowned. “Go.”

      “They said the claim was still pending.” She paused.

      Another sip. Swallow. “Go.”

      “Something about failure to disclose relevant information.” Zoey rolled in her lower lip, eyes wide beneath her bangs. “I didn’t report the new fryer or add it to the policy after it was installed.”

      “That shouldn’t be reason enough to deny a claim.” Linc tilted his head. “I’m sure that kind of oversight happens all the time.”

      She stared at her cell phone. “Apparently it’s important.”

      “You’d only had that dumb fryer for a few weeks. Isn’t there a grace period?”

      “Maybe, but since they’re chalking the fryer up to the source of the fire, then it gets complicated.” Zoey closed her eyes, bracing herself. “Is this my fault?”

      “Did you start the fire?”

      Her eyes flew open. “Of course not.”
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