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Dedication



To the coffee that kept me going and the kids that call me mommy.
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Sunrise










Blurb




When you're labeled a Hollywood playboy, you can't do anything right.

I can't go out for a simple drink without the press having a field day.

And I definitely can't help my coworker's wife home when she gets too drunk without the studio threatening my contract.

My manager decides to send me across the country to a small beach town. He rents out the whole Sunrise Inn since it's the off-season, and I'm told to stay out of trouble.

When a steady relationship seems to be the only way to save my career, can I convince Lin, the curvy bombshell inn owner, that pretending to be my girlfriend will be a great PR move for the inn too?

And to make matters worse, a storm washes out the only bridge, leaving us stuck together on the island.

Too bad my heart didn't listen that this was just a fake relationship.

With my job in Hollywood and my heart at the Sunrise Inn, what the hell am I going to do?








Chapter 1


Linly





Who the hell rents out an entire inn for one person?

Kade Markson, that's who.

Kade Markson is not just any movie star but the hottest playboy movie star. And he just rented out my whole Sunrise inn for an entire two weeks. 

His manager's demands were pretty stringent, too. Bare minimum staff on the property, and we all had to sign a nondisclosure agreement or an NDA, as he called it. He was renting the whole inn but wanted to stay in the best room, and I was basically to cater to his every need and keep him out of the press. 

Oh boy, I think they just hired me to be his babysitter. This will be fun. 

I make a coffee in a travel mug and then take the short walk to the Sunset Inn next door that my best friend, Brynn, runs. 

The sun is just starting to shine over the beach of our small North Carolina island. The wood of the boardwalk that connects our two inns is still a bit cool under my feet. 

I head in the side door and down the service hallway to her room, using my key to unlock it. Since we run both inns together, we share keys as well as many of the events. 

My inn caters to all things in the morning, including breakfast, brunch, and sunrise events, and hers caters to evening events. Dinner for both inns is served at the Sunset Inn, so we will need to make sure food can be moved to Sunrise for Kade, and since I make breakfast, we will have to move breakfast to Sunset for the time being.

I step into her room and jump on her bed before lying down beside her. This isn't uncommon for us. So much so, she knows who it is without opening her eyes. 

"If someone isn't dead, you will be. Do you know what time it is?" Brynn asks. 

She is not a morning person by any means, so it works perfectly for her to handle the evening events. 

"It's only seven o'clock. You will never guess the phone call I just got. Seriously, you are going to shit your pants."

"I'm going back to bed," she grumbles and turns her head into the pillow. 

I pull the pillow from under her and smack her with it before throwing it on the floor.

"A movie star just rented my entire inn, and I won't tell you a single detail if you don't wake up." 

Her head pops up to look at me before she glares at me and sits up with her back against the headboard. I hand her the coffee and let her drink it before jumping into my story. I learned early on that Brynn isn't human without coffee, so now I have it ready and just hand her a cup.

"Start talking," she says as she chugs the first half of her coffee and grabs her phone.

"So Kade Markson's agent called and asked about renting the whole inn out for two weeks. It wasn't a problem because we have been booking everyone with you while I do some work here before the season starts. But when I hesitated, he offered to pay double my website prices. That's more than I'd make in a month in season! So, I said yes. We all have to sign nondisclosures, and I'm to have minimal staff on the property. So, I think you and I will be doing a bunch of the work. He is even paying the salary of the staff who are asked to stay home."

Brynn turns her phone to face me. "He's in the news again for sleeping with another costar's wife. Maybe they are trying to rebrand him and want him to hide out for a while? I've seen them do that to stars before. They go away for a bit, then come back as a ‘new person' or something." 

"I don't know. They wouldn't tell me, but we have three days to get this place ready. He'll be staying in the Sunrise Suite, and from what I can tell, there won't be anyone else here," I tell her. 

The Sunrise Suite, our most expensive suite, is located on the top floor with the best views, its own balcony, and enough space to be a small apartment. 

It's March here on our little island. Hummingbird Island and the small town of Seaview is busy with tourists from Memorial Day to Labor Day but pretty much dead in the off-season. It's why it was so easy for Kade's manager to book the inn, and why the money he's paying will be greatly appreciated. I couldn't have turned this down even if I wanted to, and Brynn knows it.

"Okay, let's get moving. A wave of storms is supposed to hit this weekend, so I want all this done by then," Brynn says. 

I nod in agreement since neither of us likes storms. About five years ago, both our parents, who were best friends, went out on a fishing boat ride for the day, and a storm sprang up out of nowhere and capsized the boat. Their bodies washed up on shore a day later. 

Not only did we bury our parents that day, but we became inn owners much sooner than we ever planned. We made a pact to keep running them together like our parents and help each other. We are pretty much all each other has. 

We moved into the inns and rent out our parents' houses during the season as vacation rentals. We have done pretty well over the past five years and have been able to put money in the bank. 

I guess we have done so well that Kade Markson has heard of us and is coming to stay here for two weeks. This could put us on the map or kill us dead in the water. 

"God, do you think he's a complete jerk who will throw his coffee across the room if it's not made right?" I giggle.

"For the love of God, I will throw the pot right back at him." Brynn laughs. I know she will, too, because she has a good arm. She has thrown several seashells at me over the years, one of which I still have a scar from. She will never live that one down. 

"Let's make a list of what needs to get done," Brynn suggests.

"Well, I need to check my email and get him the info for every employee who won't be working and their pay so he can cut them a check. After we decide who to keep. I think Bertha and her husband, John. They will get a bonus for working. Kade's manager said it's an incentive to keep their mouth shut."

Bertha is the head housekeeper at the Sunrise and has been with us since my parents ran the place. She started here one summer at age sixteen and just never left. Her husband, John, is my maintenance man and assists for the landscaping when needed. He also has no problem helping his wife clean, so I think we can make it work between the four of us. 

"I agree. We'll also need a few security guys, but I don't think you need anyone else, and if you do, we can bring them in from Sunset. Now go check your email and start making calls to let people know they have an unexpected vacation, and I will go check on the room and your pantry to make sure we have what we need."

"Maybe get dressed first." I run my eyes over her, and she punches my arm. 

"Ow," I say, rubbing where she hit me. 

"It's too early for you to be a smart-ass," she says and heads to her bathroom. I go back to Sunrise and pull my employee list up. I make the calculations, and it will cost him. 

When I open my email to send him the information, I'm greeted with a happy surprise. If the visit goes well, he'll offer us a bonus to divide how I see fit. I guess this is a bit of a bribe to make sure there are no hiccups. 

I shoot him an email with the daily rate totals for the twenty rooms for fourteen nights and the pay for the employees I'll be sending home. I also ask if he will be supplying his own security or wants to use my day and nighttime guards. 

I open the document for the contracts for the stay and e-sign it before sending it back. Then I start making phone calls. I know it's early, but I have too much to do, and I'm calling with good news so that should make up for it.

Everyone grumbles when they answer my call but then perk right up at the mention of a two-week paid vacation. Most don't ask for details, not wanting to look a gift horse in the mouth, but a few press me. So I just say I had someone rent the inn for privacy, and I don't need a full staff. That seems to satisfy them. 

Once the calls are made, I check my email again and find they want to use my security. Also attached are the nondisclosures he wants all my employees to sign, including myself.

After printing out the copies I need, I call Bertha, John, and my security guys in for an emergency meeting this afternoon. Then I go find Brynn. 

I find her in the Sunrise Suite. This is my favorite room in the whole place. My mom decorated every detail and even took the photos that adorn the walls. They are from around the island. 

The suite is the only one of two rooms on the third floor, and the only one that faces the ocean. It has its own balcony where I love to sit when the room is empty, which isn't often. 

The room has a large king bed and a sitting area, a kitchen nook, and a massive bathroom with a claw-foot tub situated for an ocean view. It has all the fancy touches, a hardwood floor, a modern beach theme with blues and greens throughout. 

"Okay, I'd say let's not chance it and treat the room like someone was just here. Replace everything, dust everything, clean everything. The works," Brynn says. 

Now that she is up and dressed, she is in work mode, and she is kick-ass at her job. I knew she'd be the perfect one to take the lead on this. 

"I agree. We have a meeting with Bertha, John, and the security team this afternoon. I texted you the details. We'll sign the NDAs then," I tell her.

"You call everyone else and give them time off?" 

"Yes. Everyone is coming in today and tomorrow to give the whole inn a huge once-over cleaning. I don't want to take any chances by having them here on the day he arrives. So even if we are up all night ourselves, we will make it work," I say, and she nods.

"Okay, I will hit the farmers' market before he gets in that day, but let's get to work. You said he won't be staying in the other rooms?" she asks. 

"That's what I was told, but I guess it wouldn't hurt to give them a dusting and once-over as well. Just in case." 

"Famous last words. Just in case." She sighs as we stare out at the morning sun dancing over the Atlantic Ocean for another moment. We will do this for them, for our parents. 

I know we are both thinking it. They would have loved this. We will pull this off for them. 








Chapter 2


Kade





I hate clubs. I hate parties. I am just starting to hate the Hollywood lifestyle altogether. Once you are labeled a playboy, it's nearly impossible to shake it. No matter what you do, it gets spun into a negative light.

A case in point is this morning.

I know something is wrong when I come downstairs to find my manager sitting at my dining room table, and in front of my seat is breakfast from my favorite cafe, a coffee, and a tabloid website pulled up on his tablet. 

We've had these talks before when one of the paparazzi gets a photo and spins a story. He shows up just like this, and I get a lecture about not putting myself in a situation to have compromising photos taken. 

Only this time, I know exactly what this is about. 

With a sigh, I sit down and open the box to find the Rise and Shine Special, my favorite because it has a little bit of everything from the menu. I dig in before I turn to look at the website. I know I can't put this off much longer, even if I want to. 

I find my face is splashed across the headline with a photo of me leaving the club last night with my costar's wife and some trashy headline about me sleeping with another married woman and both of us being fall over drunk. 

They print what they want, no matter if it's true or not. I scroll down to the article, and as much as I want to deny it, it's not good. It claims a source told them I had been bragging about leaving the club with Cassie all night. So when we finally left together, they assumed I would be sleeping with her. 

Now in the past, I would have slept with her and not thought twice about it. I've slept with my costars' wives before and didn't care about it. But that playboy lifestyle catches up with you fast, and it gets old. No one except my manager believes I've changed. The press doesn't want to accept it because it means fewer stories for them to print. I wonder what they would think if they knew I hadn't had sex in about a year now. 

My mind drifts back to last night. We were all at the club celebrating the last day of filming. Matt bailed a few minutes after we got there, but his wife, Cassie, stayed, and she drank, and drank, and drank. She fell into another guy's arms who was all too happy to have her so drunk she couldn't even give consent or say no. 

So I swooped in and took her home. I laid her on the couch fully clothed, shoes still on, and left not even two minutes later. But they don't report on that because it won't make a good story. That won't get them clicks. 

I finally look up at my manager, whose face is blank. 

"If the movie wasn't finished, they would have recast you. That's what the director said since he's friends with Matt," Wren, my manager, says.

"This is bullshit. Nothing happened. I called you stone-cold sober last night and told you what happened. Hell, I haven't had a drink in weeks, and I can't remember the last time I got drunk. At least a year ago?" 

"You know that, and I know that, but no one else will believe it because this is what they are reporting with photos," Wren says. 

"Cassie can back my story. And who is this source?" I ask. 

"It doesn't matter. Matt knows she didn't sleep with you, but it's what it looks like. You know an image is all that matters in this town. It now looks like his wife is cheating on him, and it will take months to bury this story. The source doesn't matter. They make up a source most of the time to print whatever story they want," he says. 

"So what was I supposed to do? Let the guy take her home and rape her? Actually let her cheat on him?" My stomach roils at the idea. 

Wren buries his face in his hands. "No, you did the right thing morally, but maybe next time, call her husband or call her a cab and just stick her in it alone or get a friend to pick her up. Anything other than leaving with her. Assuming there is a next time, which there won't be for a few weeks. And that leads me to the next topic." He stops and looks at me. 

I instantly know I'm not going to like what he has to say. 

"Just tell me," I say and dig into my breakfast. No point in letting good food go to waste.

"I think you need to get out of Hollywood and away from the press a bit. Let this cool down. We can say you went to get some help and bring you back as a changed man. Let me work on getting you your next gig while you lay low," he says. 

"What do you mean lay low?" I want more details before I agree to anything, though I don't think he's asking my permission here.

"I booked you two weeks at the Sunrise Inn in a small town in North Carolina. I rented the whole place out, so you won't be bothered. Plus, it's the off-season, and they are signing NDAs, so no press. It's a small island, right on the beach. I know you have been tired of the playboy image. So go there, relax, and just be Kade. Find out who he is again, not just Kade Markson, mega movie star."

"You already booked the place?" I ask. 

"Yes, and it cost a pretty penny. The inn owner was hesitant to agree, so I offered to pay double her nightly rates on every room and pay her employees their wages for two weeks to keep them at home. She has just a few people staying to clean and cook so you will still be taken care of," Wren assures me. 

I have to admit I like the idea of a change of pace by getting out of Los Angeles. My grandma lived in North Carolina and growing up, I remember visiting. Things just moved slower, and people were nicer, more caring. I asked my mom about it, and she said that's just how the South was. 

I think Wren is right. Some good old Southern hospitality might be just what I need right now to recharge and relax. 

"When do I leave?" I sigh. 

"Two days, but you are under house arrest until then. I'll fly out with you to make sure the paperwork and payments are taken care of," he says.

"You mean you're going to personally escort me to my jail cell on the beach." I roll my eyes, and he laughs. 

"Something like that. Now just relax, start packing, and remember, don't leave the house. I will email your flight info and pick you up. See you then." He doesn't even bother to turn around as he walks out the door. 

Great, I'm a prisoner in my own home and soon to be one at the beach. I start to wonder not for the first time if this is even worth it anymore. I haven't been happy, but this is all I know. It's not like I can go get a normal job. I've been acting since I was in school, so I have no real-life skills. 

I was smart with my money and saved most of it. Even the house I live in is small compared to the other actors in town. But it's just me. I didn't need or want a huge mansion. I wanted to save that money. 

Well, I have just over two weeks to figure out my next steps because I don't think I'll be coming back to Hollywood. 

[image: image-placeholder]Wren wasn't kidding. He didn't leave my side until we got on the plane, then I didn't see much of him as he flirted with one of the flight attendants. I'm pretty sure they had some bathroom fun judging from his face when he sits back down next to me. 

"I got the airport info so I can make sure everything is lined up." He tries to play it off, but we both know, yet I don't care enough to ask him. 

I may have left the playboy lifestyle behind, but he certainly hasn't, and I don't think he will any time soon. Even so, he is a good guy, and I trust him, which is more than I can say about most people who are around me on a daily basis. 

As we land in Wilmington, North Carolina, Wren deals with getting me a rental car, then gets a text and his whole face lights up.

"Man, that flight attendant has a two-day layover here and wants me to meet her at her place." He slams a folder to my chest and hands me the car keys. 

"Everything is in that folder. They should have the NDAs signed for you when you get there, and everything has been paid for. You might not be getting laid, but I'm about to be all weekend. Call if there are any problems," he says and is gone before it all sinks in. 

The asshole abandoned me. People are starting to recognize me, so I quickly make my way to the rental car to think for a moment. I could ditch the beach and take a road trip. It would serve him right for abandoning me like this. 

I like that idea, but when I looked this Sunrise Inn up online, I found a beautiful place right on the beach. Something about it draws me in, so I figure I should at least give it a try. 

My drive to the small town of Seaview is full of back roads and amazing views. I pull over a few times to snap some pictures and just take in the moment. I'm already later than what Wren told the inn I'd be there, but hey, it's his fault, so I just take my time. 

When I pull up to the inn, my first thought is the photos online didn't do it justice. The place looks like a mix of a modern inn and a throwback to the old resorts from the 1950s. The white clapboard exterior is clean, and the landscaping is well taken care of. 

I grab a bag and toss it over my shoulder as I head into the lobby. The lobby isn't as big or as grand as some of the hotels I've stayed at, but it does have a view of the ocean that would leave most people breathless. 

Only that's not what takes my breath away. No, the girl at the check-in counter steals my attention with her blond hair and sweet as sin green eyes. She smiles as she reads her book, and I can't look away. Not even when a door to my right slams. 

"Girl, you will never believe who I saw at the farmers' market. Fucking Jasper is back. I threw a kiwi at his face and... OH. MY. GOD. Kade is here. I thought he'd be checked in by now!" The girl who came barging in gasps. 

I thought they signed NDAs and weren't allowed to tell people I'm here? Great, the word is already out. So much for a quiet stay. I drop my bag to the ground still unable to pull my eyes away from the girl at the counter. 

This causes the girl at the desk to look up, and the moment our eyes meet, I don't care if the whole town knows I'm here because I'm not going anywhere. 








Chapter 3


Linly





Kade will be here today. That is the first thought that pops into my head the moment I open my eyes. A famous movie star will be staying at the Sunrise Inn today. 

Mom and Dad, I know you are enjoying this, and you will have a front row seat to it all. I hope I make you proud. 

My nerves have been on edge since I got the call about Kade staying here. Brynn banned me from handling anything breakable after the fifth plate I dropped because my mind was elsewhere. 

We spent most of yesterday afternoon and evening cleaning every inch of the Sunrise Suite at least three times. I went over it, Brynn went over it, and then Bertha went behind both of us. This continued through all the main rooms of the inn as well. The staff gave each room a sprucing up, just in case Kade has guests or wants a different room for any reason. 

I drag myself out of bed even though my alarm doesn't go off for another hour. It's still dark outside, so I'm shocked to find Brynn in my kitchen with coffee in her hands. 

"Couldn't sleep either?" she asks.

"Nope. Did you get any sleep?" 

She shrugs. "Enough to get me through."

That is code for about two hours of sleep. That girl is crazy. I'd be dead on my feet with only two hours, but give her some coffee, and she's good to go. I pour myself a cup, then we head out to the back porch and sit on the wicker couch facing the beach. 

Neither of us says a word as we drink our coffee and watch the sunrise. This porch is our haven. It's one of the smaller ones on the property, and while it is open for guests, its tucked-away location means few actually find it. I remember many mornings out here with my parents just like these, watching the storms roll in, sunrises, or watching the sky turn colors as the sun sets on the other side of the island. This is also a prime spot to watch the fireworks shot off by the town throughout the summer. 

As the sun crests over the Atlantic Ocean, all my worries seem to come to a head with it. 

"What if I fail at this?" I whisper.

If I fail, it doesn't just affect me and the Sunrise Inn. It affects Brynn and the Sunset Inn and all the tourism of Hummingbird Island. Our inns bring in a lot of tourism for the town of Seaview and the whole island, and while other smaller bed and breakfasts exist on the island, everyone would still feel the impact. 

Brynn scoots close to me and wraps her arms around me. 

"We sink or swim together, and I just have a gut feeling we are going to fly with this one. The town would help any way they could if they knew, and if he treats you like shit, you know they will have your back." She rests her head on my shoulder, and I rest my head on hers. 

"I know. It's just there is no middle ground for this. It either goes great and helps the island, or it goes bad, and everyone suffers. Even if they have my back, they will still blame me if it goes bad, no matter what."

"So what? Remember that summer Jasper's dad tried to add sushi to the menu and gave everyone food poisoning? We all bounced back. Or the year that Sid kept dumping the fish guts in the harbor, attracting sharks, and no one could swim there all summer?"

I laugh. Sid is one of our resident fishermen. He brings in fresh fish for the restaurants in town, and he even sells fillets to tourists who want to cook it themselves. But he did learn his lesson. 

"I'm going to go check the Sunrise Suite," I say as I stand. 

"Lin, we just finished cleaning it from top to bottom less than twelve hours ago," Brynn whines.

"What if we left a window open, and a bird flew in and made a mess? What if someone broke into it? What if a window broke and a raccoon made a home in the bed?" A million more scenarios run through my head, and while Brynn tries to shake it off, I can see the concern in her face too. 

"Okay, let's go check on it, then you are making me breakfast before I head to the farmers' market," she says and follows me upstairs. 

We both take a deep breath and look at each other before opening the door to the Sunrise Suite. Thankfully, everything is right where we left it, including the folded towel in the shape of a Bertha made on the bed to welcome him. 

"Breakfast," Brynn says with a smile on her face. I think she feels the same relief I am. We can do this. 

[image: image-placeholder]Kade is late, but it's not like I have anything better to do than wait on him. I'm resisting the urge to go check on the Sunrise Suite again, but knowing Kade will be here any time, I don't want him to find the front desk empty. So I'm sitting at the desk reading a romance book Brynn just finished, and I'm so into it that I don't hear anything around me until the side door to the lobby slams. 

The only person to do that would be Brynn, so I finish the paragraph I'm reading and take my time to mark my spot on my tablet before looking up at her. This doesn't stop her from talking, though. 

"Girl, you will never believe who I saw at the farmers' market! Fucking Jasper is back." 

She is still in love with Jasper, her ex, even if she won't admit it. They had plans after high school, and after a little hiccup, he followed the plans, and she didn't. Then our parents died, and neither of us could leave, even if we wanted to. Which we don't. We both love it here and intend to raise our families and take our last breath here. We have it planned out in detail.

She continues her story, not even waiting on my response. "I threw a kiwi at his face, and... OH. MY. GOD. Kade is here. I thought he'd be checked in by now!" She gasps. 

My eyes snap to the front door, and I find Kade Markson staring at me. The heat in his gaze has me frozen in my place. I can feel every spot his sparkling blue eyes roam over me, and I suddenly wish the counter wasn't blocking me so I could feel that gaze on my lower parts. 

His jeans hug his hips perfectly and show off his muscular thighs. His T-shirt stretches across his broad shoulders and displays his California tan and his well-built muscles. Muscles that I'm sure will do well to hold me against the wall as...

No. I need to stop these thoughts. The Hollywood playboy isn't interested in me, and if he is, it's just to add another notch to his bedpost and not for anything serious. I can't let myself go down that road. As sexy as he is, I won't be just another girl, even if it will be a cool story to tell tourists one day.

My eyes make their way back to his, and the air is sucked out of the room. Everything fades away, and time stands still. This has to be the Kade Markson effect everyone talks about. Just being in the same room with him is supposed to be intoxicating if what Brynn said is true. That's all this is. 

I shake my head and paste on my best smile. 

"Welcome to Sunrise Inn on Hummingbird Island, North Carolina's best-kept secret. If you give me just a moment, I have the paperwork Wren wanted."

At the mention of his manager, his eyes go stone cold. 

"Well, Wren abandoned me in the airport, though I shouldn't be surprised. Also, I thought you signed an NDA, which means no telling your friends about me." He waves his hand in Brynn's direction without looking at her. Brynn starts making faces at him, which he either doesn't see or chooses to ignore. I have to bite back a laugh so as not to draw attention to her.

"No one is supposed to know I'm here. If I can't trust you to do that, there will be... consequences," he says with a bit more enjoyment than I think there should be in his voice.

Why does the word consequences bring images of him pulling me over his knee and spanking me? Why does that turn me on?

My smile falters just a moment before I paste it right back on at the end of his little rant. That seems to set him off kilter as his face softens a bit, and there is an unsure look in his eyes too.

When he takes a break, it's my turn, and in my best Southern hospitality voice my momma taught me, I say to him, "Hello, I'm Lin, owner of the Sunrise Inn. This is Brynn, owner of the Sunset Inn next door. We run the inns together, and she has not only helped me get ready for your visit, but she has also signed your nondisclosure agreement. She will be feeding you dinner every night, so it might not be in your best interest to make her mad. She's also my best friend, so it's also in your best interest to treat us both with the same respect you want us to treat you with."

I level him with my best I'm not fucking around look as I keep the smile on my face. 

He smirks, and his eyes roam over me once again before he picks up the bag next to him on the floor and adjusts the one slung over his shoulder. He approaches the desk in a confident swagger that I'm sure he's perfected for the Hollywood crowd. 

Once in front of the desk, he sets his bags on the floor and opens one to pull out a folder. I hand him the NDAs signed by us and the staff, and he hands me a check for the stay. If the deposit made me smile, this check might have made me pass out. I don't think I've seen so much money come in at once to the inn. 

Since it's the off-season and the money wasn’t in the budget, I haven't had time to plan what to do with this money. Brynn and I will sit down with our accountant once Kade leaves, but I already have a few ideas. I want to ramp up our advertisements of the inns being wedding venues and market it to the city crowd. 

Once the paperwork is exchanged, I turn to him. 

"I have you set to stay in our Sunrise Suite. You'll have your own private balcony and views of the beach. It is the best room in the inn, but you, of course, can have your pick of rooms. Did you want a different room?" I ask. 

"No, I checked your website, and the Sunrise Suite looks perfect," Kade says.

"Will you need more than one key?" I ask. 

There was no mention of him having a guest, but I'm sure if there is a girl in the picture, he will want her to have a key, too, right?

"No, just me."

I nod and hand him our welcome folder.

"In this folder is a map of the inn and of the Sunset Inn next door. You are entitled to amenities at both places, though you have only rented out this inn. We plan to bring your meals to Sunrise's dining room if you don't wish to dine in the main dining room. There is a private dining area if you wish to head to the Sunset as well. There is also a map of the island and info on local businesses if you wish to explore. Per hotel security and security agreed upon with your manager, you will need to sign in and out each guest you bring on the property. Due to heightened security, we do ask you to limit the guests as we have limited personnel on site per your request, so the more people you bring onto the grounds, the harder it will be to keep you safe." I've been working on this spiel all morning, and I take a deep breath when I finish. 

"Don't worry. I have no intention of throwing a party or having a bunch of guests. I don't plan to have any guests, really. Not when the locals are so... entertaining." His heated eyes are on me again. 

"Okay then. Here is your key, and I will show you to your room." I say.

I turn to Brynn. "I’ll meet you in the kitchen, and I expect to hear about the flying kiwis." I almost laugh as I round the desk and come face-to-face with Kade Markson, Hollywood playboy, for the first time with no buffer between us.








Chapter 4


Kade





She was so cute as she gave me her spiel on signing guests in and out. I could tell she was hinting about female overnight guests without actually saying it, which means she knows my background. This will complicate things a little, but I hope to prove I'm not the guy painted by the tabloids.

I'm determined to make sure she knows it before I leave, so having this goal for the next two weeks makes my time more interesting. 

With her now out from behind the desk and standing to face me, I get to take her in a bit more. She isn't short, which I like since I'm six feet, two inches tall. She comes to my shoulders.

Her cutoffs showcase her long tan legs, and some cute strappy sandals cover her feet. Her dark tank top makes her hair look even more golden. She looks every part the beach girl I would expect to live on this small island. 

After a moment of staring at each other, she shakes her head again like she is clearing the fog from it, then reaches for my bags. I beat her to them. There is no way this beautiful, sassy girl is carrying my bags. 

When I pick them up, the look she gives me tells me she was expecting some pussy Hollywood type who can barely pick up his own phone, much less a bag. It makes me wonder the type of people she's had in and out of here. 

"Lead the way Goldie," I smirk. The pet name slipped out mostly due to her golden hair but also because she reminds me so much of Goldilocks in the book my mom used to read me before bed when I was a little boy. 

She leads the way upstairs to my room, and I can't take my eyes off how her shorts hug her heart-shaped ass perfectly. The feeling we got off on the wrong foot is one I can't seem to shake. It seems a good thing to fix and get back on track if I'm going to show her who I really am while I'm here.

"I'm sorry for that back there. I'm just a bit on edge with the media lately. They love to make up their own stories. Whatever it takes to get clicks and sell papers. This break is long overdue," I admit, hoping to smooth things over.

"I get it more than you might think. This is a small town, and the residents all know each other. Things aren't soon forgotten, and when..." She pauses and gets a faraway, sad look in her eyes. I want to ask her what happened and how I can fix it but don't get a chance before she shakes it off. "Well, when big news happens, it's like living in a fishbowl. I'm sure that is magnified in your shoes. I could get away just by leaving town, but really, where can you go? That has to suck," she admits. 

I wonder what this beautiful girl has been through to feel like she was living in a fishbowl, and I make a silent vow to find out. A part of me wants to promise her she will never feel that way again, and then another part of me says to do that, I'd have to stay away. My heart doesn't seem to like that idea. 

"So, what was with the girl throwing a kiwi at some guy?" I ask, needing to change the subject. 

"Ahhh her ex-boyfriend, who we didn't know was back in town. It's a long story and not mine to tell but let's say he deserved it and was lucky she didn't throw a pineapple at him." She laughs and stops in front of my door. 

"Is throwing fruit a normal thing for her?" I ask, not wanting the conversation to end.

"Her throwing things in general is. I have a scar on my arm from her throwing a seashell at me." 

"Ouch, what did you do to deserve that?" I ask. 

"I dumped a bucket of sand on her head. I was ten, and she had pushed me into the pool earlier that day after I stole the last of her mom's blueberry muffins." She shrugs with a smile on her face. 

I fall against the wall laughing. She shakes her head and takes the key from my hand and opens the door for me. 

A quick look around confirms the room matches the online photos with a blue wood bed frame and amazing ocean views. The views alone sold me on this trip. Some peaceful ocean waves to wash away the old me seemed perfect. 

"My personal cell number is in your folder. Since there is minimal staff, if you need anything, call me on that number. I always have my phone. I live on the property, so I'm here day or night. I make breakfast here in the dining room. Normally, the guests from Sunset come over for breakfast, but they have been informed that breakfast will be in the dining room there. You can choose to eat here or walk over to Sunset with me each night at six for dinner. Just let us know your preference. I am going into town tomorrow to get some stuff before the storm hits. You’re welcome to tag along. If you need anything, let me know, and I'll be happy to pick it up. The bridge in and out of town closes during a storm, so don't go too far." She turns to me and smiles. "I'll let you get settled. See you at dinner."

With that, she turns and leaves, and the room feels dark and empty like she takes the sunlight with her. What the hell is happening here? I have to be more stressed than I realize. That is the only reasonable answer.

I close the door and set my bags down. Opening the balcony door, I let the sound of rushing waves fill the room. There are no cars, or people yelling, or sirens. It's just calm and quiet. Exactly what I need. 

I turn to start unpacking my bags when my phone rings. Wren's name flashes on the screen, and I almost send him to voicemail, but I decide to get this over with. 

"How was your flight attendant?" I ask, not even bothering with hello. 

"Great, man. We are going to some club tonight too." He laughs. 

"Hope she was worth it. I'm officially pissed at you." I grunt. 

"Oh, she was worth it. She does yoga and lives in a house with four other girls just as hot as her, and they like to share if you know what I mean." I can just see him wagging his eyebrows as he says that, and I roll my eyes.

"I know what you mean. I just got here, and I'm unpacking. Did you need anything?" I ask. 

"How is the place?" A door closes in the background, and the line becomes quieter. He's now gone from friend mode to work mode. 

"It's quiet and cute. Just like the photos online, but the view is much better. Met the owner. She's the only staff I've seen here so far." I decide to leave out the other inn owner and not complicate things. The last thing I want is Wren showing up and ruining my peace and quiet. 

"That's great, man. Just remember to stay off social media and stay out of the spotlight. We want you to basically disappear as I go back to the studio next week and talk to them. I want to see what it will take to get you the role in that action movie we were talking about," Wren says. 

Ahhh, the action movie is supposed to be some huge production to rival the Mission Impossible franchise, but I wasn't overly impressed with it. Wren swears it's going to be huge, and his gut is hardly ever wrong. Well, at least with my career, it's not. With women, it is wrong more than it's right. 

"You do that and maybe talk to the asshole Matt about why he and his wife don't just release a statement with the truth. It would kill all this dead in the water and benefit us both." I sigh. 

"I know it would, but they aren't willing to. Honestly, I don't know for sure, but I think they are having problems and want to use this as a way to split in the best possible light. If they make up, then it makes them both look bad down the road or like they were hiding something. I'm willing to bet Matt offered her some big settlement in the divorce if she keeps looking like she cheated. I bet he's the one who's cheating and doesn't want it on his reputation. I've seen shit like this so much," Wren says.

"So I get screwed in the process, and they go on their merry little way?" I grit out. I'm pissed. I hate how fake Hollywood is, and I hate playing these games. "Then this came at a good time because I'm so sick of it all, Wren. Maybe not push for the action movie. I need a break," I say the words out loud to him for the first time. 

"Shit, I don't think it was that bad. You know a break right now would kill your career. You have to come back swinging or not at all. Listen. Let's get you in another blockbuster, then you can take some time off with the whole ‘going to spend some time with family' spiel and keep your social media going. Let me talk to the studio and see where we go, okay? I promise, let's just get you back in, then we will get you a break." Wren's voice actually sounds sorry, which isn't an emotion I get from him often. 

"Okay. I'm actually going to turn my phone off for a few days, so call the inn if you need me, okay?"

"All right, take care, man." Wren hangs up. 

I figure if I'm going to turn off my phone, I should call my mom and dad and let them know. They will worry regardless. 

"Hey, baby." My mom's voice greets me. 

"Hey, Mom. I'm going to turn off my phone for a few days and wanted to give you a number to reach me if you need me." I give her the contact info here for the Sunrise Inn. 

"Does this have anything to do with that Cassie girl?" my mom asks. 

Great. Even my mom, who avoids tabloids, has heard. 

"It has everything to do with it. She was drunk, so I helped her home and left. Nothing happened, but she won't say that publicly. Wren thinks they are going to use this as a reason for divorce, and I get caught in the crosshairs," I admit. 

"I think I agree with him this time, baby. So you're just hiding out in North Carolina?" she asks. 

"Well, Wren suggested I stay out of the public eye for a bit while he talks to the studio, but really, I need time to think. I'm just not happy anymore. No matter what I do, I'm still a Hollywood playboy. No one but you, Dad, and Wren thinks I've changed, and it's just ... tiring. I need to figure out what I want again."

"You could have come home to do that. It would have been nice to see you." Mom sounds a bit hurt, but I know she won't admit any more than she already has.

"I know, but the press will be looking for me there once they know I've left Hollywood. You guys lock the gate and make sure the alarm is on for a bit, okay?" 

They live in the middle of nowhere on a small ranch, but once I made a name for myself, I upped their security. I put in a gate at the driveway and an alarm system in the house and around the yard. Thankfully, they didn't fight me on it.

They did fight me when I paid off the mortgage on their land, however. After I sat down and showed them how much money I had made and gave them the whole this is how it works you took care of me, now I take care of you speech, they let it go. 

"We will. But promise you will call and check in next weekend so I know you're okay?" Mom asks. 

"I will call on Saturday if not before, and I expect to talk to Dad then," I say, knowing he's out in the fields working now.

"Fine, I’ll tell him. I love you, baby, and you can come home any time, no notice needed, you hear me?"

"I love you too, Mom, and I know. I promise to visit soon." 

We say our goodbyes and hang up. I turn off my phone and toss it on the nightstand. 

As I finish unpacking, I'm feeling better than I have in months. Maybe if I hurry up, I can run into Lin before dinner. 








Chapter 5


Linly





I'm checking emails at the front desk when Kade walks up. He's been in his room since he checked in a few hours ago, which has been fine by me. All this quiet time has allowed me to update our website and catch up on emails, all stuff that falls to the side when we have a steady stream of customers. 

"How's your room?" I ask without even looking up from clearing the last emails from my inbox. 

When he doesn't answer, I look at him, and he has a funny expression on his face until my eyes meet his. 

"There she is," he says softly with a smile on his face. "The room is great. Very peaceful. I turned my phone off, so if my manager Wren or my parents need me, I gave them the number here. Anyone else, just take a message for me, please?" he asks. 

I'm not sure why but I didn't expect him to ask. I expected more of a demand. Kade Markson seems to be surprising me at every turn. 

"Sure will. Ready for dinner? Will you be eating here?" I ask him. 

"Actually, did the staff at the Sunset sign the NDAs?" he asks. 

"The kitchen and dining room staff did, yes," I tell him. 

"I'd like to eat there if there is a private area. Will you join me? I hate eating alone." 

Crap, I wanted to sit down and eat with Brynn and finally get the story from her about Jasper. No matter how busy we are, we always eat dinner together in the off-season and lunch together in season. 

After giving it some thought, I stand and slowly make my way to the side door that will lead us to the dining room at Sunset. 

"I will eat with you if you tell me the real reason you're here," I tell him. 

He shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans and looks at his feet as we walk. He stops at the door and sighs. He grabs a ball cap from his back pocket I had missed and pulls it low over his head. 

"I can't. I promised my manager," he says. 

I shrug. "Okay well, I have a dinner date with Brynn. I want to hear the flying kiwi story," I tell him as I lead him to his private table that can't be seen from the rest of the dining room. 

"Enjoy your dinner," I say as I turn to walk off. 

"You really aren't going to eat with me?" he asks in shock. 

I turn and smile at him. "This isn't Hollywood, and I'm not some groupie who's going to fawn all over you and stroke your ego. So, no, I'm going to go eat with my best friend and help her through her ex being back in town. Enjoy your meal. The lobster bisque comes highly recommended," I tell him before turning and heading to Brynn's and my table in the corner out of the way. 

She is already sitting down and has a Hummingbird Island iced tea waiting for us. It's basically a Long Island iced tea but named after the island instead. 

"How's it going with you-know-who?" she asks. 

"He wanted me to eat dinner with him, and when he wouldn't share anything in return, I said no. He was shocked I wasn't passing out from a dinner invite," I say, taking a large gulp of the iced tea and then grabbing a roll and some honey butter. 

"We need a code name for him," she says as she grabs herself a roll. "How about Mr. Blue because that's the color of that fancy car he drove in with."

"Sounds good to me. Mr. Blue kept to himself until dinner. Says he turned off his phone and only his manager and his parents are to get through. If anyone else calls, I'm to take a message."

"What are you, his secretary?" she asks. 

"He did ask me instead of telling me, though I get the feeling he wouldn't take no for an answer anyway. So now tell me about Mr. Kiwi," I joke, but that earns me a glare. "Don't get any ideas about throwing anything at me tonight, or I will leave you to be Mr. Blue's secretary." 

She gives me the evil eye before she sighs and sags back against her chair. 

"I was at the farmers' market and getting excited about the strawberries to do some desserts for Mr. Blue, and I hear his voice. I thought my mind was playing tricks on me because of the lack of sleep the past few days. The world wouldn't be so cruel as to let me run into him on a day with my hair pulled back, in old clothes, and no makeup, right?"

"The island has it in for us, so yeah, that's exactly when I'd expect it to happen." I roll my eyes.

We each take a drink of our iced tea as our meal is served. We never order. Brynn always places an order for us before she comes out to sit down. 

"I mean, I know his dad died, and he was home for the funeral, but I know he went back to New York City. There was no reason for him to be here. Yet as I rounded the corner there, he was at the kiwis. I froze, and when he looked up, he smiled like a fucking bastard." She grunts and tries to keep her voice down. 

"I asked him when he was leaving, and he smiled bigger! Then said he moved back to help his mom with the family's restaurants, and I was stuck with him." 

Jasper's dad was a chef as well, and he owned two restaurants downtown that always had a considerable waitlist during the summer. His dad always wanted him to come home and run one, but Jasper had a dream of working in New York City, and he was there last we all heard. 

"I'm guessing this is where the kiwi comes in?" I ask. 

"Yes, I grabbed the closest thing, a kiwi, and threw it at his head and turned around and stomped off." 

"Oh girl, it's already all around town about you throwing that kiwi at Jasper. Sweetheart, he deserved it." Ken, our server, approaches. He's been working here since the summer he was sixteen, and that was the summer we took over the inns. 

"Great, maybe it will be a warning for everyone to leave me alone." She grunts. 

"Actually, everyone is taking bets on what you will throw at him next. Since we all think it will be at the farmers' market next, the front-runners so far are a coconut or an apple." Ken smiles. 

"Perfect. You will be doing the farmers' market shopping this summer. Thanks for the heads-up." Brynn fills her mouth with her dinner, and Ken just walks away laughing. 

"Okay, so he's back. Brynn, this is such a small town you’ll run into him more and more. You have to find a way to deal with it that won't cause a scene every time." I level with her. 

"I know. I know we need to talk this out, but I just… Ugh. I wanted it to be on my time." She tosses her fork down and takes another drink of her tea. 

"Okay, so set up an appointment on your time. Does it have to be in your space, your way? Fine, but you have to do it. We have always worked with his family. They send us some great business."

"His mom has sent us business, not him." She rolls her eyes. 

"I get it. Listen, I'm going into town tomorrow, so make me a list of what you need, and I'll do your shopping to give you some time to think about it. You know he won't show up here, so stick to the grounds until Mr. Blue leaves, and then we can deal with Mr. Kiwi."

We both erupt into a fit of giggles that draws Ken over. 

"I know those giggles. More tea or chocolate cake?" He smiles at us. 

We look at each other and say, "Both," at the same time and erupt into more giggles. 

By now, the dining room is empty except for us. I assumed Kade had gone back to his room, but I was wrong. Because right after Ken sets down the cake and two more Hummingbird Island iced teas, he pulls up a chair and sits with us. 

"I think you ladies are having the best time. Your giggles filled the whole room," he says. 

"Oh, that was the tea." Brynn holds up her tea before taking another long sip.

"Tea caused you two to giggle like that?" He raises an eyebrow in question. 

"It's a Hummingbird Island iced tea. You might know it as a Long Island iced tea, but we are on Hummingbird Island, so when in Rome…" I explain. 

He shakes his head and watches me suck down more of my drink. 

"Do you always drink when you're working?" he asks. 

"Well, I'm not working anymore. I live here, and come dinnertime, I'm off duty. I normally have a night manager, but I'm on call since you paid her to stay home. But between you and Mr. Kiwi, a drink was definitely in order today." I slap my hand over my mouth, causing Brynn to giggle again. 

We giggle a lot when we drink, and we both call alcohol our truth serum because it's like our filter disappears. 

"What did I do that caused you to need to drink a Hummingbird?" he asks and realizes how it sounds soon as he says it. 

This time, he chuckles along with us. 

"I mean, have you seen you? Plus, the stress of getting this place ready for you was enough to make Jesus himself hit the bottle," Brynn says. “I think we've slept maybe eight hours in three days. Then he who shall not be named shows up today of all days as if he can just walk back into town like he did nothing." Brynn finishes off the cake we were sharing. 

"I think we need to go to bed," I tell her. 

"Okay. See you tomorrow," she says, and Ken is right at her side. 

"I'll make sure she gets to her room," Ken says and guides her out of the dining room. 

Kade walks beside me as we head out the side door and across the boardwalk to the Sunrise Inn. 

"She lives on the property too?" he asks, shoving his hands in his pockets. 

"Yeah, we both moved in when our parents died. Didn't want to live alone and figured this was best if we were going to run them," I say.

"I'm sorry about your parents," he says in a soft tone. 

Needing to change the subject, I wave my hand at him. 

"It's been fun most nights off-season. We stay in one inn or the other together and binge-watch all the TV shows we miss during the season." I shrug. 

"Except when an annoying Hollywood playboy shows up on your doorstep demanding all your time." He smiles. 

"Will you be demanding all my time?" I ask. 

"Not demanding but maybe requesting? Despite coming out here to get away from Hollywood, I don't actually want to be alone for two weeks."

"Ahhh, I'd suggest getting off the island for those needs. There isn't a girl in town who wouldn't blast about where you are if they landed in your bed." 

He's quiet for a bit, and I can't see his face clearly until we reach the door for the Sunrise. He looks a little hurt and a little upset, and he tries to mask it but fails. 

"Not everything you read is true," he says. 

"Yeah, but you have been photographed with more women than who live on this whole island."

"So that makes every story written about me true?" he asks. I can't get a read on his voice, so I stop in the middle of the lobby and just stare at him. 

He looks a bit amused, but maybe a bit hurt as well? That has to be the alcohol playing tricks on me. 

"No, but it makes it easy for them to paint you in whatever light they want."

"Now you sound like my manager." He shakes his head. 

"Well, I'm this way." I point at the hall at the back of the lobby. 

"Good night, Lin," he says before turning to head to the stairs. The fact that he takes the stairs and not the elevator even turns me on. What is wrong with me?

"Good night, Kade," I say, though I doubt he hears me. 








Chapter 6


Kade





I can't remember the last time I was awake to watch the sunrise without having been up all night. But today, I find myself drawn to my balcony to watch the sunrise over the water. It's almost like soul-cleansing with how peaceful it is. A promise of a new start. Today will be what I make of it.

I take my time getting ready to head downstairs, just enjoying not being on any schedule or anyone's timeline but mine. When was the last time that happened? Even when I would go home to visit my parents, I'd have a schedule of phone interviews or local radio station spots. My time has never been my own like this. I'm not sure what to do with it, but I know I'm going to enjoy it.

When I make my way downstairs to the dining room area Lin showed me yesterday, I find blueberry muffins and coffee on the table. I grab a muffin and walk over to the wall of windows overlooking the beach. 

It's not a long walk out to the beach from the back of the inn. There are several couples out walking on the shoreline holding hands. One guy has a metal detector out, and another is just sitting on the beach with a notebook, sketching maybe?

I'm so lost in how peaceful everyone looks I don't hear anyone enter the room until a throat clears. 

I turn to find Lin watching me.

"I didn't expect you up so early. How's your head?" I ask. 

I loved spending some time with her. Drunk Lin is full of giggles and just carefree. Nothing like this girl with the weight of the world on her shoulders now. Though I didn't like hearing I was part of the reason she was drinking. I didn't think of all the preparations it would take to get ready for me to be here. 

"I'm a morning person. A little coffee and I'm good to go. Brynn will be the one hurting today. Do you need anything while I'm in town?"

Not really, but I want to spend some time with her and see the town she and Brynn seem to have a love-hate relationship with. 

"Well, do you mind if I go with you? I'd like to see the area a bit, and I will go crazy if I don't get out of the inn," I admit, trying to get her to agree. 

I don't add that I want to spend time with her more than anything because I'm pretty sure she will write it off as the Hollywood playboy using his lines to pick up a girl. Knowing those lines won't work on her is also a turn-on. 

As she eyes me up, I know she is trying to come up with an excuse to put me off, but I also know she is too nice to tell me no, so I hope that part wins. 

"Fine, let's go. But if this goes bad, it was your fault, and I still demand my bonus," she says and turns to walk out of the room. I follow her and catch up easily. 

"Deal. Let's take my car," I suggest. 

"No way! That thing is too flashy as it is. We have to worry about people recognizing you. Got your hat and some sunglasses?" she asks. 

"Yeah, in the car," I tell her. 

"Go get them and meet me at the Sunset side door we went in last night. I need to get Brynn's list," she says and turns to head over to Sunset without another glance at me.

I nod and jog out to my car and get the hat and sunglasses and jog back to the door. I don't want her changing her mind. 

The fact that she is treating me like a normal person and is a bit irritated with me instead of fawning all over me makes me want to be around her more. Being able to feel like a normal guy has been rare since my first movie hit number one. 

I get to the door just in time to watch them both come walking out. They are in almost matching outfits of cutoffs, tank tops, and sandals, but Lin's natural beauty outshines Brynn's by miles. 

They both turn to look at me as I walk up to them, and they stop talking, leading me to believe they were talking about me. Hopefully, it was all good things, but if Lin's earlier irritation is a sign, then probably not. 

"I can't believe you are taking him into town. If he gets spotted, that manager guard dog is going to kill you," Brynn says. 

"No way. I take full responsibility here. Wren knows he won't be able to keep me holed up in the inn." I try to defend Lin. 

"I'm not a babysitter. He's a grown man, and if he gets himself in trouble, that's on him. Now give me your list," Lin says. 

She takes the paper from Brynn, and they hug before Lin turns and heads out to the parking lot. 

I'm so used to driving or having a driver that it feels weird getting in the passenger seat of her small four-door car. 

"Do they really shut down the bridge during storms here?" I ask because the bridge is the only way on and off the island. 

"Yeah, for safety measures. It washed out in a bad storm a few years ago, and a few people died. So it's a better safe than sorry thing. We are not quite in hurricane season yet, but the storms can still get pretty intense. The inns are prepared. After the bad storm hit, we redid the inns, the windows are all hurricane-proof, and we have more food storage. Both inns have a generator, and if things get bad, there is a shared storm shelter," Lin says as she parks beside a row of brick buildings. 

"Wow, does it ever get that bad?" I ask. 

"Only since the storm a few years ago. Better to be safe than sorry again." Her eyes are dark, and I don't like the tone in her voice. "Let's get this stuff and get back to the inn. The few employees I do have on staff are storm-proofing the outside, but I want to get back and help."

Now I feel guilty she is so short-staffed in a time when she needs the help. I decide when we get back, I will pitch in and do my share. For a moment, I think maybe I should have gotten a cabin in the middle of nowhere, so I didn't have to worry about the staff and putting so many people out. Then I remember the last meal I tried to cook for myself and realize I'd probably starve or be forced to live off peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Those thoughts are forgotten when we turn down Main Street. 

"Wow. I didn't think places like this really existed," I tell her as we round the corner.

To our left is the harbor and the docks filled with boats. Most are fishing boats, some are personal boats, and a few scattered houseboats. 

To our right are rows of coastal-themed shops and restaurants. Every restaurant has outside dining, and the street isn't all that busy today. It looks like one of those picture-perfect postcards for a small beach town.

"This place gets swamped in season. So when the locals need something, we will call the shop owners and come in before they open or after they close to avoid the crowds. Many of the stores on this historic row, like the pharmacy, have been here for over a century and are still run by the same families that started them," Lin says as we walk into the pharmacy, and she grabs a basket. 

I pull my hat down a little farther and just watch as she pinpoints which aisles to go down for medicine and first-aid supplies before going to check out. 

"Miss Lin! How are the projects on the inn going?" the old man behind the counter asks. 

"Good. We are just prepping for this storm. How are you doing, Joe?" she asks.

"I'm good. You know Daniel only has one more year of school before he comes home. He's excited to take over the place. He will be here this summer to help with the crowds, so make sure to stop by and see him," Joe says. 

"Joe, really is everyone so desperate to set me up they are moving on to the younger generation now?" She shakes her head. 

"We just want to see you happy. Both you and Brynn deserve it after everything the two of you have been through. Just promise you will stop by and say hi, and I won't push anything more," Joe says. 

But it makes me wonder what they have been through that was so hard and that makes the town feel responsible for making sure they are happy. Was it her parents' passing? I want to ask, but I don't want to push either. 

"Who's that?" Joe lifts his chin toward me as he bags Lin's things. 

"Oh, he's staying at the inn and wanted to see the town. I figured I could use someone to carry my bags." Lin smiles. 

"Well, you should tell him it's rude to wear a hat indoors." Joe huffs. 

"I tried to tell him, but you know these younger kids they just don't listen," Lin says with a huge smile as she walks away. "Later, Joe, stay safe!" 

I take her bags from her and smile. 

"You are a troublemaker." I laugh. 

"Keeps it interesting to push them sometimes." She shrugs. 

We head another block down and around the corner to a little produce stand. She pulls out the list Brynn gave her and starts pulling open the tote bags she was carrying. 

"Finishing the shopping the flying kiwi stopped yesterday?" I joke. 

Lin laughs. "Exactly."

She makes quick work of grabbing strawberries and some other fruits before checking out.

"Let's put these in the car and then hit the grocery store and post office before we head back," Lin says once she finishes. 

Just as we load the bags into her car, her phone rings. 

"Hello?" she answers, and a moment later, she rolls her eyes, then holds the phone out to me. 

"It's for you," she says as I take the phone from her. 

"Hello?" I ask. 

"Hey, man," Wren says. "So I just got off a call with the studio." 

"What did they say?" I ask, but something in his voice tells me it didn't go the way he wanted. 

"Well, they want you to show that you are more stable and settled down. Basically, they want you to drop the playboy tag and become more family-friendly," he says. 

"I've been trying to do that for that last year, and they expect me to do it overnight now?" 

"I have a few ideas, but I just need you to stay there and keep your head down. I have a meeting with another studio in a few days, so let's just see what they say, okay?" Wren says. 

"Fine. What choice do I have?" I say and hang up. 

As I pass the phone back to Lin, her hand touches mine, and we both freeze. The anger and irritation I felt just moments ago vanish and are replaced with a desire to get her even closer. 

She clears her throat and steps away. 

"Everything okay?" she asks. 

"Yeah, just my manager pushing my buttons. Let's get this shopping done so we can get you back to the inn," I say.

The rest of the shopping goes like before. We shop, she talks with the locals, no one pays me a bit of attention, and then we load everything into the car. 

By the time we head back to the inn, I realize what it is to have a normal life where I'm just another face on the street. And I think I like it. 
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