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Five Years Ago - October

Amy Hayes sat in her car in the courthouse parking lot, the divorce papers on the passenger seat beside her, and tried to remember how to breathe.

Final Decree of Divorce.

The words seemed to blur and sharpen simultaneously, mocking her with their finality.

Eleven years of marriage. Over. Done. Dissolved with a judge's signature and a rubber stamp.

She'd thought she'd be relieved. She'd wanted this—no, she'd needed this. Brad had been cheating for months before she'd finally found the courage to file. The marriage had been dying for years before that, suffocating under the weight of his resentment and her constant trying to be enough.

But relief wasn't what she felt sitting here alone while Brad was probably already at lunch with Stephanie, the twenty-six-year-old dental hygienist who'd been deemed worth leaving his family for.

What Amy felt was terror.

She was thirty-three years old, a single mother to two kids who were counting on her to hold their world together, and she had no idea how she was going to do it.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her brother Marcus.

Marcus: Is it done? Are you okay?

Amy's fingers hovered over the keyboard. She could tell him the truth—that she was sitting in a parking lot having a panic attack, that she felt like she was drowning, and that she was terrified of failing her children.

But Marcus had his own problems. He was still grieving Sarah, still trying to figure out how to move forward after loss. He didn't need Amy's mess on top of his own.

Amy: All signed. I'm fine. Heading to pick up the kids now.

Marcus: Want me to come over tonight? Bring pizza?

Amy: We're okay. But thank you. Love you.

Marcus: Love you too. Call if you need anything. I mean it.

Amy set her phone down and looked at herself in the rearview mirror.

Thirty-three and starting over. That's what this was.

She'd built a life around being Brad's wife. Had shaped herself to fit what he wanted, what he needed. She'd made herself smaller, quieter, and less demanding. She'd focused on being the perfect wife and mother, on managing the household, on not asking for too much.

And it hadn't been enough anyway.

"You're exhausting," Brad had said during one of their final arguments. "Everything's a production with you. The kids' schedules, the house, the million things you insist need to be done. Stephanie doesn't—she's just easy. She's fun. She makes me feel young again."

Translation: Stephanie didn't have responsibilities. Didn't have two children who needed to be fed and helped with homework and driven to activities. Didn't have a mortgage and bills and the reality of adult life.

Stephanie was uncomplicated. Amy was not.

Well, fine. Amy would be complicated. She'd be whatever she needed to be to take care of her kids and build a life that didn't depend on someone who'd proven himself undependable.

She picked up the divorce papers, folded them carefully, and put them in her purse.

Then she started the car and drove to the elementary school to pick up Jake and Lily.

—-
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They were waiting in the pickup line, Jake looking sullen (as he had for months now), Lily chattering to her teacher about something. Nine and eight years old, trying to navigate their parents' divorce with a resilience that broke Amy's heart.

"How was school?" Amy asked brightly as they climbed into the car.

"Fine," Jake muttered, the standard answer for everything lately.

"We learnt about fractions!" Lily announced. "And Sarah Chen brought cupcakes for her birthday, and I got one with pink frosting!"

"That sounds wonderful, sweetie."

"Is Dad picking us up this weekend?" Jake asked, his voice carefully neutral.

Amy's hands tightened on the steering wheel. Brad's custody weekends had been inconsistent at best—he cancelled more often than he showed up, always with an excuse about work or plans with Stephanie.

"I'm not sure yet, honey. He's supposed to, but—"

"He's not coming." Jake's voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "He never comes anymore."

"Jake, that's not—"

"It's fine. I don't care. I don't want to see him anyway."

But the way Jake's jaw was set, the way he was staring determinedly out the window, told Amy that he absolutely did care. That every broken promise from Brad was another wound.

"Ice cream," Amy announced suddenly. "We're getting ice cream. Right now. Before dinner. Because I said so."

Lily bounced in her seat. "Really? But you always say ice cream ruins our appetite!"

"Today it doesn't. Today we're having ice cream for pre-dinner." Amy pulled into the Scoops & Swirls parking lot with more force than necessary. "Because sometimes you need ice cream, rules be damned."

"Mom said a bad word," Lily giggled.

Even Jake cracked a small smile.

Inside the ice cream shop, Amy let them order whatever they wanted—double scoops, extra toppings, the whole works. She got herself a scoop of chocolate therapy (aptly named) and sat with them at the little table by the window.

"Is this because you and Dad got divorced today?" Jake asked quietly.

Amy's heart stopped. "How did you—"

"I heard you on the phone with Aunt Natalie last week. You said the court date was today." Jake looked at her with eyes too old for his nine years. "So is it official now? Are you really not married anymore?"

There was no point in lying. Her kids deserved honesty, even when it was hard.

"Yes," Amy said gently. "It's official now. The judge signed the papers this morning. Your dad and I are divorced."

"Good," Jake said fiercely. "He doesn't deserve you anyway. He doesn't deserve us."

"Jake—"

"It's true! He left us for Stephanie. He doesn't come to my baseball games anymore. He forgot Lily's birthday last month. He doesn't care about us anymore, so why should we care about him?"

Lily's eyes were filling with tears. "Does Daddy not love us anymore?"

"Oh, baby, no." Amy pulled Lily onto her lap, gesturing for Jake to come closer too. "Daddy loves you both very much. The divorce is about Dad and me not being good partners for each other anymore. It has nothing to do with you. You are both loved. So, so loved."

"Then why doesn't he come see us?" Lily asked, her voice small.

Amy didn't have a good answer for that. She couldn't explain Brad's distance, his retreat into his new life with Stephanie, or his apparent inability to balance his new relationship with his responsibilities as a father.

"Grown-up relationships are complicated," she said finally. "And sometimes when people are hurt or confused, they don't make the best choices. But that doesn't mean he doesn't love you."

"I don't want to talk about Dad anymore," Jake said, pulling away and returning to his ice cream with aggressive focus. "Can we just eat our ice cream?"

"We can absolutely just eat our ice cream."

They sat in silence for a while, the only sound the scrape of spoons against bowls and the cheerful chatter of other customers.

Amy watched her children and felt the weight of what lay ahead.

She was a single mother now. Officially, legally, permanently.

She was responsible for every decision, every worry, every midnight fever and school concert and broken heart. She was the one who had to figure out how to pay the mortgage on one income. The one who had to be strong when she felt anything but. The one who had to hold it all together because these two beautiful, hurt, confused children needed her to.

The thought was overwhelming.

But as she watched Jake slowly relax, the tight set of his shoulders easing as he finished his double chocolate chip, and as Lily started chattering again about her day at school, something settled in Amy's chest.

She could do this.

She would do this.

Because they needed her to, and she'd never let them down.

Not the way their father had.

—-
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That night, after the kids were in bed—after homework and dinner and showers and the bedtime routine that was now solely her responsibility—Amy sat in her living room and cried.

She cried for the marriage she'd tried so hard to save. For the family unit that had shattered despite her best efforts. For the dreams she'd had at twenty-two when she'd married Brad, believing they'd build a life together.

She cried for her children, who were hurting in ways she couldn't fully fix.

And she cried for herself—for the woman who'd lost herself trying to be what someone else needed, who'd made herself smaller and quieter and less demanding until there was barely anything left.

But as the tears slowed and the exhaustion set in, Amy made herself a promise.

She would rebuild. Not as Brad's wife or as half of a couple, but as herself. Amy Hayes. Mother, sister, friend. She'd figure out who that person was, what she wanted, and what made her happy beyond taking care of everyone else.

She'd build a life for herself and her kids that didn't depend on anyone else showing up or staying or choosing them.

She'd be enough all on her own.

And she would not—absolutely would not—let anyone else have the power to make her feel inadequate again.

No more relationships. No more trying to fit herself into someone else's life. No more hoping that if she just tried hard enough, gave enough, loved enough, she'd finally be worth staying for.

From now on, it was just her and her kids.

That would have to be enough.

Because she couldn't survive being left again.

She physically couldn't do it.

So she wouldn't risk it.

Amy wiped her eyes, pulled out her laptop, and started researching business licences.

If she was going to be solely responsible for supporting her family, she needed more than her part-time event coordinating. She needed a real business. Something she could build, control, and grow on her own terms.

Coastal Celebrations.

She'd been thinking about it for months—a full-service catering and event planning company. She had the skills, the contacts, and the passion for it.

And now she had the motivation.

She worked until two in the morning, making lists and plans and spreadsheets. Creating something from nothing, building a future that was entirely hers.

When she finally went to bed, exhausted but determined, she felt something she hadn't felt in years.

Hope.

Terrified, fragile hope—but hope nonetheless.

Tomorrow she'd wake up and be a single mother figuring out how to juggle everything.

But she'd also wake up as someone building something. Creating something. Becoming someone.

And maybe that would be enough.

It would have to be.

—-
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Five years later, Amy would look back on this night as the moment everything changed. Not the moment in the courtroom when the judge signed the papers, but this moment—sitting alone in her living room, crying and planning and promising herself she'd never be that vulnerable again.

It was the night she'd decided to be strong enough for both parents.

The night she'd decided love wasn't worth the risk.

The night she'd built walls so high that it would take someone truly extraordinary to scale them.

She just didn't know that five years later, someone would try.
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CHAPTER ONE

Part 1
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Present Day - Early October

Daniel Cooper stood on the deck of the ferry crossing Pamlico Sound, watching Hatteras Island emerge from the morning mist, and wondered if he was making the biggest mistake of his life.

Thirty-nine years old, twelve years in the Navy SEALs, two years drifting aimlessly since his medical discharge, and here he was—coming home. Not for a visit this time, but permanently. To work at his little brother's marina. To settle down in the small town he'd spent twenty years trying to escape.

The irony wasn't lost on him.

His phone buzzed. Cooper, right on schedule.

Cooper: Are you on the ferry? ETA?

Daniel: Yeah. Should dock in about 20 minutes.

Cooper: Natalie's losing her mind with excitement. She's been cooking since 6am. Fair warning.

Daniel: Tell her I already ate breakfast.

Cooper: Doesn't matter. She's made enough food for twelve people. It's happening.

Daniel: Great. Looking forward to feeling obligated to eat until I explode.

Cooper: That's what family's for. See you soon, brother.

Daniel pocketed his phone and returned his attention to the approaching island.

Hatteras Bay. Population 3,500 in the off-season, maybe 15,000 during peak summer tourism. A place where everyone knew everyone, where nothing stayed secret for long, where leaving felt like betrayal and coming back felt like surrender.

He'd joined the Navy at eighteen specifically to get out. To see the world, to do something that mattered, to be more than just another Hayes Marina employee in a town too small for his ambitions.

And he had seen the world. Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Somalia. He'd done things that mattered, made a difference, and saved lives. He'd been part of something bigger than himself, part of an elite team doing work most people couldn't imagine.

Until a mission in Yemen went sideways. Until he'd taken shrapnel to the leg and spent six months in physical therapy. Until the doctors told him he could stay in the Navy but not as a SEAL—the injury had left him just compromised enough that he couldn't meet the physical requirements anymore.

He could have taken a desk job. Could have retired with honours and a pension at thirty-seven.

Instead, he'd left. Started travelling. Tried to figure out who Daniel Cooper was when he wasn't Lieutenant Commander Cooper, SEAL Team Six.

Two years later, he still didn't have an answer.

But his money was running out, his aimless wandering was getting old, and when Cooper had called three months ago asking if Daniel wanted to come manage the expanding marina business, he'd surprised himself by saying yes.

"Just temporarily," he'd told himself. "Just until I figure out what's next."

But standing here watching Hatteras Bay approach, Daniel had the sinking feeling that "temporarily" was going to turn into something more permanent.

Whether he was ready for it or not.

—-
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Cooper was waiting at the ferry dock when Daniel pulled his truck off, grinning like an idiot and waving like Daniel might not recognise his own brother.

"You made it!" Cooper pulled him into a bear hug the moment Daniel stepped out of the truck. "Welcome home, man. It's good to see you."

"Good to see you too." Daniel returned the hug, feeling some of his anxiety ease. This, at least, was familiar. Cooper had always been the steady one, the anchor. "You look good. Fatherhood agrees with you."

"Emma's either the best thing that ever happened to me, or she's going to send me to an early grave. Ask me again when she's a teenager." Cooper grabbed one of Daniel's bags from the truck bed. "Come on, Natalie's at the house with enough food to feed the entire Coast Guard station. She's been planning this welcome home party for weeks."

"It's just family, right? You said small."

"Define small."

Daniel stopped walking. "Cooper. How many people did Natalie invite?"

"Okay, so, it started as just family. But then Mom wanted to come, obviously. And then Natalie invited Chelsea and Marcus because Marcus is my best friend and Chelsea is Natalie's best friend now. And then Amy's catering it because Natalie's eight months pregnant and can't be on her feet all day—"

"Amy's catering?" Daniel's voice came out slightly strangled.

Cooper's expression turned sly. "Amy Hayes, yeah. Marcus's sister. You remember Amy, right? She was friends with Natalie in high school."

Daniel remembered Amy.

He'd spent most of his senior year trying not to stare at his little sister's best friend. Amy had been funny and smart and beautiful in this effortless way that had made seventeen-year-old Daniel tongue-tied and awkward whenever she was around.

And she'd been completely unavailable—dating Brad Mitchell, the quarterback, completely out of Daniel's league even if she hadn't been his sister's friend and therefore off-limits.

He'd left for the Navy the summer after graduation and convinced himself the crush was just teenage hormones.

Except every time he'd come home on leave and saw Amy—married to Brad, then pregnant, then with two kids—he'd felt that same pull. That same awareness that she was someone special, someone he'd missed his chance with.

"I remember Amy," Daniel said carefully. "She married Brad Mitchell. They have kids, right?"

"Had kids. Have kids—two teenagers. But she and Brad divorced about five years ago. He's in Charlotte now with his new wife and barely sees the kids. Amy's been on her own since. "Cooper was watching Daniel a little too closely. "She runs a really successful catering business. Coastal Celebrations. She does events all over the Outer Banks."

"Good for her."

"She's single."

"Cooper—"

"I'm just saying. She's single. You're single. You were always kind of into her back in high school—"

"I was not into her. She was Natalie's friend. And she was dating Brad."

"But you noticed her."

"Everyone noticed her. She was—" Daniel caught himself. "It doesn't matter. That was twenty years ago. I'm sure she's changed. I've changed. It's ancient history."

"If you say so." But Cooper's grin suggested he didn't believe a word of it. "Anyway, she'll be at the house setting up. So you'll see her. You know, casually. As adults. Who are both single."

"I'm going to throw you off this dock."

"You can try, old man. But I've been working with my hands for years while you've been travelling around 'finding yourself. 'I could probably take you now."

"You absolutely could not take me."

"Want to bet?"

They were still bickering good-naturedly when they pulled up to Cooper and Natalie's house—a beautiful place right on the sound, with a wraparound deck and a view that reminded Daniel exactly why people never really left Hatteras Bay.

Some places got into your blood, whether you wanted them there or not.

Natalie appeared on the deck before Daniel had even turned off his truck, very pregnant and beaming with joy.

"Daniel!" She navigated the steps carefully, one hand on her belly, and pulled him into a hug. "You're here! You're really here! I can't believe my big brother is finally home."

"Hey, Nat. You look—very pregnant." Daniel pulled back to study her. "Are you sure you should be hosting a party? You look like you could go into labour any second."

"I have three more weeks, thank you very much. And I'm fine. I've been planning this forever. I'm not missing your welcome home party just because I'm gestating." Natalie looped her arm through his. "Come on, there's someone I want you to see. Well, lots of someones, but one particular someone who—"

"Natalie Marie Cooper-Hayes," Daniel warned. "If you're matchmaking—"

"I would never! I'm just facilitating. Creating opportunities. Providing context." Natalie's grin was unrepentant as she led him toward the house. "Now come inside and let me feed you. Amy's been setting up in the kitchen, and she made her famous crab cakes specifically because I told her you loved them in high school."

"How do you even remember that?"

"Because you ate, like, twenty of them at my sixteenth birthday party and then spent the whole night looking at Amy instead of any of the girls your own age who were obviously interested." Natalie squeezed his arm. "I notice things, big brother. I always have."

Daniel was formulating a response when they walked through the door and into the kitchen.

And there she was.

Amy Hayes.

Except she wasn't Amy Hayes anymore—Cooper had said she was divorced, so maybe she'd taken back her maiden name?

She was standing at the kitchen island, arranging food on serving platters, her dark hair pulled back in a messy bun, wearing jeans and a blue button-down shirt that brought out her eyes. She was focused on what she was doing, humming softly to herself, completely unaware she had an audience.

She looked—

Beautiful. Confident. Completely self-possessed in a way that seventeen-year-old Amy, sweet as she'd been, hadn't quite mastered yet.

Daniel felt like someone had punched him in the chest.

Twenty years, he told himself. It had been twenty years since he'd had that stupid high school crush. He was a grown man. A former Navy SEAL. He'd faced down terrorists and insurgents and life-or-death situations.

He could handle seeing his sister's best friend again without making an idiot of himself.

Probably.

"Amy!" Natalie called out. "Look who's here!"

Amy looked up, her eyes finding Natalie first, then sliding over to Daniel.

For a moment—just a fraction of a second—something flickered across her face. Surprise, maybe. Or recognition. Or—

But then it was gone, replaced by a polite, professional smile.

"Daniel Cooper," she said, setting down the platter and wiping her hands on a towel. "Natalie said you were moving back. Welcome home."

Her voice was warm but guarded. Friendly but distant.

Nothing like the easy, open warmth she'd had at seventeen.

"Amy. It's good to see you." Daniel crossed the kitchen, offering his hand because hugging felt too familiar and standing there awkwardly felt too weird.

She took it, her handshake firm and brief.

"You too. It's been—what, ten years? Twelve?"

"At least." Daniel couldn't remember the last time he'd actually been home when Amy was around. Their visits had stopped overlapping somewhere around the time she'd gotten married. "You look—you look great. Natalie said you have a catering business now?"

"Coastal Celebrations, yeah. Five years and growing." That professional smile again, pleasant but impersonal. "I do events all over the Outer Banks. Weddings, corporate stuff, private parties. Keeps me busy."

"That's great. Really great." Daniel was very aware that Natalie and Cooper were watching this exchange with far too much interest. "So you're catering today?"

"Natalie insisted, even though I told her she was family and didn't need to hire me. But she can be very persuasive when she wants to be."

"It's one of my best qualities," Natalie said, not even trying to hide her grin. "Along with knowing when two people would be perfect for—"

"Natalie," Amy interrupted, her voice pleasant but firm. "Didn't you need to check on something in the dining room?"

"No, I'm pretty sure everything's—"

"The centrepiece," Amy said pointedly. "You wanted to make sure the centrepiece was positioned correctly."

"Oh. Right. The centrepiece. That definitely needs my immediate attention." Natalie was still grinning as Cooper steered her out of the kitchen, both of them clearly not even trying to be subtle about leaving Daniel and Amy alone.

The silence that followed was awkward.

Daniel searched for something to say that wasn't "You're even more beautiful than I remember" or "I had such a crush on you in high school it was embarrassing" or "Why do you smell exactly like I remember, and why is that making me feel like a teenager again?"

"So," he managed finally. "You divorced Brad."

Amy's expression shuttered immediately, her pleasant smile becoming something cooler. "Five years ago, yeah. Ancient history."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—"

"It's fine. It's public knowledge. Small town, you know how it is." Amy returned to arranging the crab cakes with very deliberate focus. "He's in Charlotte now with his new wife. We co-parent. It's all very civilised."

The tightness in her voice suggested it was anything but civilised.

"And you have kids? Two of them?"

"Jake's fourteen. Lily's thirteen. They're—they're everything." This time when Amy smiled, it was genuine and warm, all the guardedness melting away for just a moment. "They're great kids. Smart, funny, resilient. They've handled everything really well."

"That's great. I'd love to meet them sometime."

"Maybe." The guardedness was back. "They're pretty busy with school and activities. And honestly, they're not great with new people right now. Their dad's been—" She stopped herself. "It's complicated."

"I understand."

"Do you?" Amy's eyes met his directly for the first time, and Daniel saw something sharp there, challenging. "Because most people say they understand, but what they mean is they don't want to deal with the reality of someone with kids and an ex and a whole complicated history."

Daniel blinked, taken aback by the sudden intensity.

"I wasn't—I just meant—"

"Sorry." Amy closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them, the professional mask was back. "That was rude. I'm sorry. I just—I've heard a lot of platitudes over the past five years from people who think they understand what it's like to be a single parent. I've gotten a little sensitive about it."

"No, I get it. I wasn't trying to be patronising. I genuinely think it's great that your kids are doing well despite a difficult situation."

Amy studied him for a moment, as if trying to determine whether he was being sincere.

Whatever she saw seemed to satisfy her because she nodded once and returned to the food.

"Thank you. I appreciate that." She paused. "So what brings you back to Hatteras Bay? Natalie mentioned you're working at the marina?"

"Yeah. Cooper's expanding—adding more slips, offering more services. He needed someone to help manage it." Daniel leaned against the counter, trying to seem casual despite feeling anything but. "I've been kind of drifting since I left the Navy. This seemed like a good opportunity to land somewhere for a while."

"A while?" Amy glanced at him. "Not permanently?"

"I don't know yet. I'm not great at staying in one place. Never have been."

Something flickered across Amy's face—disappointment? Resignation? But it was gone before Daniel could identify it.

"Well, Cooper and Natalie will be happy to have you around however long you stay." Amy's voice was carefully neutral. "And the marina's a great business. Cooper's done amazing things with it."

"He has. I'm proud of him."

"You should be. He's—" Amy paused. "He's one of the good ones. Shows up, does the work, and doesn't run when things get hard. Natalie's lucky."

There was something pointed in the way she said it, like she was making a distinction between Cooper and other men. Like she was warning Daniel that she'd categorise him too, based on whether he stayed or ran.

Before Daniel could figure out how to respond, voices erupted from the front of the house.

"Uncle Daniel! Uncle Daniel's here!"

A small tornado in the form of a three-year-old girl with dark curls burst into the kitchen, Cooper close behind trying to catch her.

"Emma, slow down! You're going to—"

But Emma had already launched herself at Daniel's legs, hugging them with the full force of toddler enthusiasm.

"You came back! Mama said you were coming back, and you're here!" Emma looked up at him with eyes exactly like Cooper's. "Are you staying forever? Mama says maybe you'll stay forever."

Daniel crouched down to Emma's level. "Hey there, Emma. "You've gotten big since I last saw you."

"I'm three and a half!" Emma announced proudly. "Almost four! Are you staying forever?"

"I'm staying for a while, yeah. Is that okay with you?"

"Yes! Now I have an Uncle Daniel AND an Uncle Marcus! I have so many uncles!" Emma grabbed his hand. "Come see my room! I have a new dollhouse, and you have to see it right now!"

"Emma, Uncle Daniel just got here," Cooper said, finally catching up and slightly out of breath. "Maybe let him settle in before you give him the grand tour?"

"But the dollhouse is very important!"

Daniel couldn't help but laugh. "Okay, okay. Dollhouse first, settling in later. Lead the way, kiddo."

As Emma dragged him toward the stairs, chattering a mile a minute about her toys and her room and everything she wanted to show him, Daniel glanced back at the kitchen.

Amy was watching him with an unreadable expression.

When their eyes met, she looked away quickly, returning to her food preparation with perhaps a bit more focus than was strictly necessary.

And Daniel thought, 'This is going to be complicated.'

Because despite twenty years and a divorce and kids and completely different lives, despite the guardedness in her eyes and the walls she'd clearly built around herself—

He still felt exactly the same pull he'd felt at seventeen.

Maybe stronger.

Definitely more complicated.

He was in so much trouble.
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Part 2
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By the time Daniel escaped from Emma's dollhouse tour—which had been far more detailed and involved than he'd anticipated—the house was filling with people.

His mother had arrived from her condo in Nags Head, immediately pulling him into a tearful hug and telling him he looked too thin (he wasn't) and asking when he was going to settle down and give her more grandchildren (never, if he had anything to say about it).

Marcus Hayes appeared next with his wife, Chelsea, and their two young children—Lily (adorable and chatty) and James (serious and clutching a toy sailboat like his life depended on it).

"Daniel!" Marcus greeted him with a firm handshake that turned into a one-armed hug. "Good to have you back, man. Cooper's been talking about this for months."

"Good to be back, I think." Daniel nodded at Chelsea. "And you must be the woman who finally got Marcus to commit. I've heard a lot about you."

"All terrible things, I hope," Chelsea said, her smile warm. "It's nice to finally meet you. Marcus talks about Cooper's mysterious older brother who's been travelling the world."

"Not that mysterious. Just restless." Daniel glanced around the increasingly crowded house. "Is this really a small family gathering? Because it's starting to feel like half the town is here."

"This is small for Hatteras Bay," Marcus said. "Wait until someone has a real party. Then you'll see what crowded looks like."

They chatted for a few minutes—Marcus asking about Daniel's plans at the marina, Chelsea telling him about the gallery she ran, and both of them making him feel genuinely welcome.

But Daniel found his attention drifting back to the kitchen, where he could see Amy moving efficiently between the kitchen and the dining room, setting out food, adjusting platters, and doing that thing competent people did where they made difficult tasks look effortless.

She'd changed since he'd first seen her an hour ago—added a black blazer over the blue shirt, making her look more professional, more in "catering mode". But he could see the tension in her shoulders, the way she was hyper-focused on her tasks.

Like she was actively avoiding having to make small talk.

Or avoiding him specifically.

"Earth to Daniel," Marcus said, amusement in his voice.

Daniel snapped his attention back. "Sorry, what?"

"I said, have you talked to my sister yet? Amy's catering today."

"We talked briefly in the kitchen earlier. She seems—" Daniel struggled for the right word. "Good. Successful. The catering business is obviously doing well."

"It is. She's built something really impressive." Marcus's voice held protective older brother undertones. "She works too hard, though. Takes on too much because she can't say no to people."

"That sounds like the Amy I remember from high school."

"Yeah, except back then she had a husband who was supposed to help share the load. Now she's doing everything solo." Marcus paused, his tone becoming more pointed. "She's been through a lot. The divorce was rough. Brad was—let's just say he wasn't a good husband or father. She doesn't trust easily anymore."

Daniel got the message loud and clear: Don't hurt my sister.

"I'm not—we're not—" Daniel stopped, not even sure what he was trying to say. "I just got here. I'm not looking to complicate anyone's life."

"Didn't say you were. Just providing context." Marcus's expression softened. "But for what it's worth, Amy could use more people in her corner. She's convinced herself she has to do everything alone. Gets prickly when anyone tries to help."

Before Daniel could respond, a commotion at the front door announced new arrivals.

Two teenagers walked in—a tall, lanky boy with dark hair and a guarded expression, and a girl with Amy's eyes and a smile that seemed determined to find joy in everything.

Amy's kids.

Jake and Lily.

"Mom!" Lily called out, heading straight for the kitchen. "We're here! Jake tried to drive, and Dad said absolutely not, which made Jake mad, and then Dad tried to give us money for pizza later, but we said we were eating here, and—"

"Breathe, Lily," Amy said, appearing from the kitchen to hug her daughter. "You don't need to narrate your entire afternoon in one run-on sentence."

"But there was so much! And then Dad said—"

"Inside voice, please. There are other people here."

Lily looked around and seemed to notice the party for the first time. "Oh! Is this for Mr Cooper's brother? The one who was in the Navy?"

"SEALs," Jake corrected, his voice flat. He'd stayed near the door, hands shoved in his pockets, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else. "He was a SEAL. That's different from the regular Navy."

"How do you know that?" Lily asked.

"Because I'm not an idiot. I know things." Jake's tone was defensive, prickly.

"Jake," Amy warned. "Be nice to your sister."

"I am being nice. I'm educating her."

Daniel watched the interaction with interest. Lily was open and enthusiastic, clearly comfortable in social situations. Jake was closed off and defensive, radiating teenage anger.

He recognised that anger. Had seen it in plenty of kids from military families—the ones whose parents were deployed too much, who'd been let down too many times, who'd learnt not to trust that adults would actually show up.

Jake had the same energy, but instead of a deployed parent, his issue was an absent one who'd chosen not to show up.

Natalie appeared at Daniel's elbow. "Come on, I'll introduce you properly."

Before Daniel could protest that maybe this wasn't the best time, Natalie was already leading him toward Amy and the kids.

"Amy! I'm stealing Daniel for introductions!" Natalie announced cheerfully. "Jake, Lily, this is my brother Daniel. He just moved back to help your Uncle Cooper with the marina. Daniel, this is Jake and Lily Hayes—Amy's kids and the two most opinionated teenagers in Hatteras Bay."

"We're not opinionated," Lily protested. "We just have thoughts about things."

"Lots and lots of thoughts," Natalie agreed. "Which you share freely and frequently."

Lily grinned, clearly taking this as a compliment.

Jake, meanwhile, was studying Daniel with undisguised suspicion.

"You were a SEAL?" Jake asked, his tone challenging. "For how long?"

"Twelve years," Daniel answered. "Joined at eighteen, medically discharged at thirty-seven."

"Why were you discharged?"

"Jake," Amy said, her voice sharp. "That's personal. You don't ask people about—"

"It's fine," Daniel interrupted. He had a feeling shutting down Jake's questions would only make the kid more suspicious. "I took shrapnel in my left leg during a mission. Damaged the muscle enough that I couldn't meet the physical requirements anymore. I could have stayed in the Navy in a different capacity, but I chose to leave instead."

Jake processed this. "So you quit."

"Jake!" Amy's face flushed with embarrassment. "Apologise right now."

"It's a legitimate question," Daniel said calmly, though he could feel the sting of it. Because Jake wasn't entirely wrong—he had quit, in a way. Could have stayed in, found a different role, but instead he'd chosen to leave. "I didn't quit exactly. But I did make a choice to leave rather than continue in a diminished capacity. Some people might call that quitting. I call it knowing when it's time to move on."

"Or running away," Jake said, his voice hard. "When things get tough, you just leave. Sounds familiar."

"Jake Hayes, that is enough!" Amy grabbed her son's arm. "Outside. Now, we're having a conversation."

"I don't want to have a conversation. I want to go home."

"Too bad. Outside."

Amy marched Jake toward the back deck, leaving Daniel standing with Lily and Natalie in awkward silence.

"I'm sorry," Lily said, her voice small. "Jake's been really angry lately. At everyone. It's not personal."

"It's okay," Daniel said, though he was pretty sure it was at least somewhat personal.

"He's mad at our dad," Lily continued, apparently unable to stop herself from explaining. "Because Dad promised to take us to this concert next month, but then he said he can't because Stephanie—that's his new wife—wants to go on a cruise for their anniversary. So now we can't go to the concert, and Jake saved up for tickets and everything, and Mom said she'd take us instead, but Jake said it's not the same."

"Lily, honey," Natalie said gently. "Maybe we shouldn't—"

"It's fine. Everyone knows anyway. Dad's always cancelling on us. He says he'll come to Jake's baseball games, and then he doesn't. He forgot my birthday last year. He's just—he's not a good dad," Lily said it matter-of-factly, like she was commenting on the weather. "Mom says we're not allowed to badmouth him because he's still our father, but it's true. He chose Stephanie over us, and now he doesn't care anymore."

Daniel's heart broke a little for this kid who was trying so hard to be okay with something that clearly wasn't okay.

"I'm sorry," he said, because what else could he say? "That's really hard."

"It's fine. We have Mom. And Uncle Marcus. And Uncle Cooper and Aunt Natalie. And Grandma Hayes visits from Florida sometimes. We have lots of people." Lily smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "We don't need Dad if he doesn't want to be here."

But the way she said it—the forced brightness, the determined positivity—told Daniel that Lily absolutely did need her dad, and it hurt that he wasn't there.

Through the window, Daniel could see Amy and Jake on the back deck. Amy was talking, her hands moving expressively. Jake had his arms crossed, staring at the ground, his whole body radiating resistance.

"Jake doesn't believe anyone stays," Lily said quietly, following Daniel's gaze. "That's why he's so mean to new people. Especially guys. He thinks everyone's going to leave eventually, so he pushes them away first. So it hurts less."

"Lily—" Natalie started.

"What? It's true. Mom's therapist said so. We all go to therapy now. Mom says it's healthy." Lily looked up at Daniel with eyes far too wise for thirteen. "So if you're just visiting or whatever, it's better if you don't try to be friends with Jake. He'll just think you're going to leave anyway, and then he'll be proved right, and it'll make him worse."

"I'm not just visiting," Daniel heard himself say. "I'm moving here. Working at the marina. I'm staying."

"Everyone says they're staying," Lily said sadly. "But they don't. Not really."

She wandered off toward where Emma was playing, leaving Daniel and Natalie alone.

"Well," Natalie said. "That was a lot."

"Yeah." Daniel watched Amy and Jake through the window. Amy had her hand on Jake's shoulder now, and Jake was at least looking at her instead of the ground. "She's dealing with a lot."

"They all are. Brad really did a number on them when he left." Natalie's voice was hard. "I've never liked that man, but what he's done to those kids—especially Jake—is unforgivable."

"And Amy's handling it all alone."

"Because she won't let anyone help. Trust me, I've tried. Marcus has tried. She just smiles and says she's fine and keeps powering through like she doesn't need anyone." Natalie looked at Daniel. "But she does need someone. She just doesn't believe anyone will actually stick around long enough to be that someone."

Daniel understood what his sister wasn't quite saying: Don't make it worse. Don't show interest if you're not serious. Don't give Amy or her kids hope if you're just going to leave when things get complicated.

"I'm not trying to—" Daniel stopped. "I just got here, Nat. I'm not trying to start anything with anyone. I'm just trying to figure out my own life."

"I know. But—" Natalie hesitated. "Just be careful, okay? With Amy. She seems strong, and she is strong. But she's also been hurt a lot. And she has two kids who've already been abandoned by their father. If you're not planning to stick around, maybe keep some distance."

"I hear you."

"Good." Natalie's expression softened. "Now come on, let's get you some food before Emma decides she needs to show you her entire stuffed animal collection. That girl has forty-seven stuffed animals. I counted. It takes hours."

—-
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The party continued around Daniel, but he found himself distracted, his attention continually drifting to Amy.

She'd come back inside with Jake, who still looked sullen but at least wasn't actively hostile anymore. Amy had put him to work helping serve food, probably to give him something to do with his hands.

Daniel watched how she interacted with her kids—patient with Lily's chatter, firm but gentle with Jake's attitude, always touching them, always making sure they knew they were seen.

She was a good mom. That much was obvious.

What was also obvious was how tired she looked under the professional competence. How the smile she wore for everyone else didn't quite reach her eyes. How she was doing that thing people did when they were holding themselves together through sheer force of will.

"Stop staring at my sister," Marcus said, appearing beside Daniel with a beer. "You're being obvious."

"I'm not staring."

"You absolutely are. And Natalie's noticed, and Cooper's noticed, and probably half the people in this room have noticed." Marcus took a sip of his beer. "Look, I'm not trying to give you a hard time. Amy's an adult. She can make her own decisions. But—"

"I know. She's been through a lot. She doesn't trust easily. Her kids have been hurt. I should keep my distance if I'm not serious." Daniel turned to Marcus. "Everyone keeps telling me that. I get it."

"Do you? Because here's the thing about Amy—she doesn't do casual. She never has. Even in high school, she was all-in or nothing. And after Brad, after being abandoned, after building her whole life around protecting her kids—she's not going to risk that for something temporary."

"I'm not asking her to risk anything. We talked for five minutes in the kitchen. That's it."

"Yeah, but you're interested. I can tell. And Amy—Amy hasn't been interested in anyone in five years. But the way she keeps not looking at you? That's interesting."

Daniel's heart did something stupid in his chest. "She keeps not looking at me?"

"Very deliberately not looking at you. Which means she's noticed you. Which means Natalie's going to go into full matchmaker mode, and Cooper's going to encourage it, and you're going to be thrown together constantly until one of you cracks." Marcus sighed. "Just—be aware of what you're getting into. Amy's not just Amy. She's Amy-plus-two-teenagers-and-an-ex-husband-and-a-business-and-a-whole-complicated-life. If that's too much, it's better to know now."

"It's not too much," Daniel said before he could stop himself.

Marcus raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure about that? Because you just got here. You haven't even unpacked yet. And you're already thinking about my sister in a way that sounds like more than 'Natalie's high school friend.'"

Daniel didn't have a good response to that.

Because Marcus was right. He'd been back in Hatteras Bay for three hours, and he was already thinking about Amy Hayes in ways he definitely shouldn't be.

Ways that were complicated and messy and probably a terrible idea.

Ways that felt inevitable anyway.

—-
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The party wound down around seven pm. People started leaving—his mother with promises to have him over for dinner soon, Marcus and Chelsea with their sleepy children, and various other guests Daniel had been introduced to but whose names he'd already forgotten.

Amy started packing up her catering equipment with practised efficiency, Jake helping her load things into her van while Lily chatted with Emma.

Daniel found himself volunteering to help before he'd consciously made the decision.

"Here, let me get that," he said, taking a heavy box of serving platters from Amy's hands.

"I've got it," Amy said, not quite meeting his eyes. "I do this all the time. I'm stronger than I look."

"I don't doubt it. But I'm offering anyway. Where do you want it?"

Amy hesitated, then pointed to her van. "Back left corner. Stack it on top of the blue containers."

They worked in silence for a few minutes, Daniel carrying boxes while Amy directed traffic. It should have been awkward, but there was something almost comfortable about it—working together toward a common goal without needing to fill the silence.

"I'm sorry about Jake earlier," Amy said finally. "He was rude. I talked to him about it."

"He's protective of you, and he's been hurt. I get it."

"That doesn't excuse rudeness."

"Maybe not. But it explains it." Daniel set down another box. "For what it's worth, I think you're doing an amazing job with them. Both of them. They're good kids."

Amy's expression softened slightly. "They are. They're the best thing I've ever done. Everything else—the business, the gallery work, all of it—none of it matters as much as getting them through this intact."

"You're doing that. They're going to be okay."

"I hope so." Amy closed the van doors, then turned to face him fully for the first time all evening. "Look, I know Natalie's going to try to set us up. She's been making comments for weeks about you coming back and how I should 'put myself out there' and how you're single and I'm single. So I just want to be clear—I'm not interested."

Daniel felt the rejection like a physical blow, even though he'd been telling himself the same thing all evening. "Okay."

"It's not personal. I'm just—I'm not dating. I have kids and a business, and that's enough. I don't need the complication of a relationship."

"I understand."

"Do you?" Amy's voice held the same challenge as earlier. "Because most guys say they understand, but what they really mean is 'you're not worth the effort.'"

"That's not what I mean. I mean I genuinely understand that your life is full and you're not looking to add anyone to it. That's your choice, and it's valid."

Amy studied him, like she was trying to determine if he was being sincere.

"Okay," she said finally. "Good. As long as we're clear."

"We're clear."

"Great." Amy grabbed her purse from the front seat. "I should get the kids home. School night. Early morning tomorrow."

"Sure. It was good seeing you, Amy. Really."

"You too." Amy started to walk away, then paused. "And Daniel? Welcome home. I hope—I hope Hatteras Bay is what you need it to be."

Before Daniel could respond, she was calling for Jake and Lily, marshalling them toward the van with the efficiency of someone who'd done this thousands of times.

Daniel watched them drive away, feeling something complicated twist in his chest.

She'd made herself clear. She wasn't interested. She didn't want complications.

He should be relieved. He should take it as the permission he needed to keep his distance, to focus on the marina, and to not get involved in something messy and complicated.

Instead, he felt like he'd just been given a challenge.

Amy Hayes thought she didn't need anyone. Thought she had to do everything alone. Thought no one would stick around anyway, so why bother trying?

And Daniel—Daniel who'd spent two years drifting because he didn't know who he was anymore, who'd come home because he was tired of running—

Daniel wanted to prove her wrong.

Even though he had no idea if he could.

Even though he was probably the last person who should be making promises about sticking around.

Even though this was absolutely, definitely a terrible idea.

He was in so much trouble.
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Part 3

[image: ]




Monday morning arrived too early and too cold for early October.

Daniel stood on the marina dock at six am, coffee in hand, watching the sun rise over the sound and trying to convince himself he'd made the right decision coming back.

The marina was beautiful—he'd give Cooper that. His little brother had transformed their grandfather's modest boat slip operation into something genuinely impressive. Forty slips now instead of the original twelve. A small ship's store selling supplies and snacks. A repair shop that serviced boats from all over the Outer Banks. Even a small café that opened at seven am for the early morning fishing crowd.

And now Daniel was supposed to help manage all of it.

"You're here early," Cooper said, appearing from the office with his own coffee. "I figured you'd sleep in on your first day."

"Old habits. Navy training doesn't exactly encourage sleeping until noon."

"True." Cooper leaned against the railing beside him. "How are you feeling? About all of this?"

"Honestly? Terrified. I know boats. I know the water. But business management? That was never my thing."

"You managed teams of SEALs. Led missions in hostile territory. Made life-or-death decisions under pressure." Cooper smiled. "Running a marina is basically the same thing, just with less gunfire and more paperwork."

"Somehow I don't think it's quite that simple."

"It's not. But you'll figure it out. And I'll be here to help." Cooper paused. "Besides, you're good with people. That's half the job—dealing with boat owners who think their slip assignment is a personal insult, tourists who have no idea what they're doing, and local fishermen who've been coming here for forty years and hate any kind of change."

"You're really selling this job."

"I'm being honest. It's challenging. But it's also—it's good work. Meaningful work. We're part of this community. We help people enjoy the water safely. We provide jobs. We're keeping Grandpa's legacy alive." Cooper looked at Daniel. "And selfishly, I'm glad you're here. I've needed help for a while, but I didn't want to hire a stranger. Family means something."

Daniel felt the weight of that—the expectation, the trust, the hope that he'd actually stick around this time.

"I'll do my best not to screw it up."

"That's all anyone can ask."

They spent the morning going through the business operations—bookkeeping systems, slip assignments, maintenance schedules, and vendor relationships. Cooper had everything meticulously organised, which made sense given that Natalie was a financial consultant who'd probably helped set up all these systems.

"We've got a big event coming up in three weeks," Cooper said, pulling up a calendar on his computer. "The Hatteras Bay Fall Festival. We're hosting the boat show portion—local boats, fishing charters, and some vendors. It's a whole thing. Gets pretty crazy."

"Define crazy."

"About five thousand people over the course of the weekend. Boats everywhere. Tourists asking a million questions. Local vendors selling everything from fish to art to kayak tours." Cooper grinned at Daniel's expression. "Welcome to small-town event management."

"And you need me to help with this?"

"Need" is putting it mildly. Last year I almost died trying to coordinate everything myself. This year, you get to share the suffering."

"Lucky me."

"Oh, and Amy's catering the VIP tent. So you'll be working with her pretty closely on setup and logistics."

Daniel's attention snapped to Cooper. "Amy's catering?"

"She does every year. The festival committee loves her. She's professional, reliable, and makes incredible food." Cooper's expression was a little too innocent. "Why? Is that a problem?"

"No. No problem. She just made it clear Saturday night that she's not interested in—in anything. So I'm trying to respect that."

"Respecting that doesn't mean you can't work with her professionally."

"I know, but—"

"Daniel. You're going to see her around. A lot. Small town, remember? She's Natalie's best friend and Marcus's sister and does events all over the Outer Banks. You can't avoid her without avoiding half your social circle." Cooper leaned back in his chair. "So you figure out how to be professional colleagues. Be friendly. Be helpful. Just don't push for more than she's willing to give."

"I wasn't planning to push."

"Good. Because Amy—she's gun-shy for good reasons. Brad really messed her up. Made her feel like she was too much, too demanding, too complicated. She's convinced herself that being alone is better than risking that again."

"Everyone keeps telling me this. I get it. Amy's off-limits."

"She's not off-limits. She's just—protected. By all of us. We've watched her rebuild herself after Brad destroyed her confidence. We're not going to let anyone undo that work." Cooper's voice softened. "But if you're genuinely interested, if you're willing to be patient and prove you're not going anywhere—that's different. That's something we'd support."

"I've been here three days. I don't even know if I'm staying long-term. How can I promise anyone I'm not going anywhere?"

"That's the question, isn't it?" Cooper shut down his computer. "Come on, let me show you the repair shop. We've got two boats coming in this afternoon that need bottom paint."

—-
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The rest of the day passed in a blur of activity—meeting the marina staff (four full-time employees plus seasonal workers), learning the slip rental system, handling a customer complaint about dock space allocation, and getting covered in bottom paint while helping in the repair shop.

By five pm, Daniel was exhausted, filthy, and questioning every life choice that had led him here.

He was locking up the office when a familiar van pulled into the parking lot.

Amy's catering van.

She parked and got out, looking professional in black pants and a white button-down shirt, her hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail. She grabbed a briefcase from the passenger seat and headed toward the office, stopping short when she saw Daniel.

"Oh. Hi. I didn't know you'd still be here."

"Cooper had me working late. Learning the ropes." Daniel gestured at his paint-stained clothes. "Literally covered in ropes at one point."

Amy's lips twitched like she was fighting a smile. "Glamorous first day?"

"The most glamorous. I smell like fish and bottom paint. Living the dream."

This time she did smile, and Daniel felt it like a physical impact. "Well, welcome to marina management. It only gets more glamorous from here."

"That's what I'm afraid of." Daniel pulled out his keys to lock the office door. "What brings you by? Cooper already left."

"I know. I'm supposed to meet with him about the Fall Festival catering, but he texted and said he had to take Emma to the paediatrician. Last-minute thing. So he asked if I could meet with you instead to go over the logistics." Amy looked uncertain. "If that's okay? If you're too busy or too tired—"

"No, it's fine. I'm supposed to be handling the festival anyway. Might as well start learning now." Daniel unlocked the office door again. "Come on in. Fair warning, I have no idea what I'm doing yet."

"Cooper said you're a fast learner."

"Cooper has unwarranted faith in me."

Amy followed him into the office, and Daniel was suddenly very aware of the small space, the late afternoon light coming through the windows, and the faint smell of her perfume mixing with the fish-and-paint smell he was radiating.

"Sorry about the smell," he said. "I should have showered before—"

"It's fine. I've catered fishing tournaments. This is nothing." Amy set her briefcase on the desk and pulled out a laptop. "Okay, so the Fall Festival. I've been doing the VIP tent for three years now. Usually about a hundred people over the weekend—the festival committee, sponsors, local politicians, that sort of thing. I do heavy appetisers and drinks, keep everything stocked, and make sure everyone's happy."

"Sounds straightforward."

"It is, mostly. But the logistics can get complicated. I need power for warming trays and coffee makers. Water access for cleanup. Space to set up my prep station. Coolers for keeping things fresh. And someone to help with any last-minute crises that always seem to happen at events like this."

"And Cooper usually handles that?"

"Cooper or one of the marina staff. But Cooper's usually running around dealing with boat show stuff, so mostly I just figure it out myself." Amy pulled up a floor plan on her laptop. "Here's what I was thinking for tent placement. If we put it here, near the main dock, I have access to the bathrooms for water and the electrical outlet on the shop exterior for power."

Daniel studied the plan. It made sense, but—

"That's also right in the main traffic flow," he pointed out. "You're going to have hundreds of people walking past, bumping into the tent, potentially contaminating food."

"I know, but there's not really another option that gives me the access I need."

"What about here?" Daniel pointed to a spot on the other side of the dock. "It's more protected, still close to facilities, and we can run an extension cord from the shop if needed. Plus there's that storage shed—you could use it for staging and keeping supplies cool."
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