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CHAPTER 1
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Francine Thomas backed her way inside the Great White Bar and Grill carrying two giant white pastry boxes. A summer gust of wind came off the bay and blew her favorite straw hat way down Main Street. “Oh, sugar.” She watched it go, half inclined to drop the boxes so she could fetch it.

“I’ll get it for you, Franny.” Finn Cavallo, owner and bartender of the Great White, took the boxes and set them on his bar. Then he jogged down the street after her hat.

“Thanks,” she said, but he was already out of earshot. Good old Finn. The big brother I never had.

“These look delicious.” Patti, Finn’s twin sister, bent over the open boxes and inhaled deeply. “I’ll tell you what, Franny, you’re the best baker in town, hands down. Charles and his cafe can’t hold a candle to you.”

“Don’t tell Charles that.” Franny brushed her hands on her jeans and examined the pastries. Fortunately, none had crumbled or broken. “I learned everything I know from him.”

Late morning sun beamed through every window in the Great White. It bounced off the gleaming dark wood and puddled on the floor. At ten o’clock on a Wednesday morning, though, the place was deserted except for a lone man sitting at a booth near the back. Franny didn’t recognize him. Military-style crew cut, shirt tucked into cargo pants, and a heavy silence about him she could almost feel. A soldier? She’d put money on it. Over the years, she’d learned to read the people who came into her bed and breakfast. Everyone had a story. Some wore the stories on their sleeves. Some buried them down deep. She’d met a few soldiers returned from service overseas, and this man reminded her of them.

Patti wiped down the bar and put glasses away as Finn returned, straw hat in hand. “Here you go. Jimmy Perkins almost ran it over with his truck, but I threw myself on top of it just in time.” He winked as he plopped the hat onto Franny’s head. “Sacrificed myself in the name of fashion, and it’s not even noon.”

Franny smiled and tucked her long, tangled curls behind her ears. Fashion. Yeah, right. That word and her name hadn’t ever appeared in the same sentence. She was pretty sure they never would. She might bake a mean crème brûlée muffin, but she didn’t know the first thing about clothing labels or hair color or manicures or anything in that world. Sometimes she wished she did, but she wouldn’t know where to begin.

“Well, thanks. Always knew you were a local hero. Didn’t know that extended to rescuing women’s hats. Aubrey’s one lucky woman.”

Finn’s cheeks reddened. “Thanks.”

“When’re you going to pop the question?” Franny fussed with the paper inside the pastry boxes and looked around for the glass stands Finn kept on the bar for her baked goods. She’d been selling them at the Great White for almost a year, in addition to the diner up the block and her own bed and breakfast outside of town.

“My brother doesn’t rush into things,” Patti said.

“That, and I’m afraid she won’t say yes,” Finn said.

Franny frowned. “Why wouldn’t she?” Next to the mayor, Finn was the most popular guy in Lindsey Point. Even though he was three years older than she, Franny had known him since they were kids waiting for the bus together. Goofy. Kind. People called him good-looking, and Franny supposed he was, but she’d never thought of him that way. Still, everyone knew and loved Finn Cavallo, even before he’d run into a burning building years ago and rescued eight people.

He walked over to a sheet hanging on the wall. “We have a surprise for you, Franny. Me and Patti.” He tugged on the corner of the fabric.

She looked up from her muffins and cranberry scones. “What kind of surprise?” She didn’t do well with surprises. She liked to plan. She liked to be prepared. She knew how life could turn upside down at any moment.

With a grand sweep, Finn pulled the sheet from a gorgeous wooden display case that hung on the wall in place of a dartboard that had been there as long as Franny could remember. Inside the case sat four glass shelves.

Patti clapped and whistled. “What do you think? We had Abe Fletcher do it at his woodshop.”

“Oh, well, my...it’s beautiful,” Franny said.

“It’s for your things,” Finn added. “The Death-By-Chocolate cookies and Better-Than-Sex muffins and all those things people around here can’t get enough of.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Thought it was about time we had a permanent place for ’em, since I’ve got customers coming in every single day asking for ’em.”

Franny’s cheeks flushed. She still hadn’t grown used to people buying, and liking, the pastries she baked in her tiny kitchen. She darted across the room and squeezed Finn around the waist. He towered over her, and her head came only to his chest. She felt her hat slip off for the second time in less than ten minutes, and Finn reached out a hand to catch it.

“Maybe you ought to leave this at home next time,” he said with a chuckle.

Franny hugged Patti too and then ran her fingers over the sleek wood of the display case as she stood on her tiptoes to peek at the carved wood along the top. “It’s so beautiful. Thank you, both of you.” She paused. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You don’t have to. You’re as much a part of this place as we are.”

Franny swallowed back a lump in her throat. We’re all a part of this place, and not just the Great White, but Lindsey Point and everything that’s happened here over the years. Without a word, the three of them transferred the pastries, six different types today, to the shelves. When Finn flipped a switch, a light came on in the case. Franny’s breath caught in her throat. “It looks so...professional.”

“It better be. Took Abe twice as long as I thought it would when he started it.” Finn chuckled as he returned to the bar. “And you sound surprised with yourself.”

In a way, she was. Five years ago, she’d returned to Lindsey Point with nothing but heartache and a few thousand dollars in the bank. To realize she owned not one but two successful businesses still amazed her. “Sometimes I feel like I’m looking in on someone else’s life,” she said. “Does that make sense?”

Patti squeezed her shoulders. “Course it does. I think we’ve all felt that way sometimes.”

Franny glanced again at the man sitting in the booth. A cup of coffee sat on the table in front of him. Nothing else. He stared out the window, and when he reached over to scratch his arm, the sleeve of his black t-shirt pulled up to reveal a large tattoo.

“Who is that guy?” Franny asked Patti in a low voice, the way Lindsey Point locals did when they talked about outsiders.

“Not sure. He’s been coming in here pretty regular over the last couple of weeks. Don’t know his name. He just sits, orders coffee, stays for a couple hours, then leaves. Nice guy. Good-looking, too,” she added. “Crazy dark blue eyes. Always leaves a good tip. But awfully quiet.”

Franny examined him from across the room. He clutched his coffee mug in one hand and sent cautious looks around the room every few seconds. No smile. No frown either. She straightened her shoulders and thought of her long-dead mother’s advice. Everyone’s fighting a fight you can’t imagine, Francine. Be nice. Say hello. She took a double chocolate brownie from the display case and walked across the room.

“Hello. I’m Franny. Would you like something to eat?”

###
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HEATH GARRICK HAD HALF a mind to tell the brunette with the crazy hair that he’d like to eat her, but he was doing his best to control that side of him these days. He wasn’t sure, either, of the relationship she had with the bartender. Seemed like they were flirting one minute and joking around like brother and sister the next. Heath turned over a comment or two inside his head as she stood there. Sarcasm, curses, insults, and flat-out refusals had made up most of his vocabulary since coming back to the States. He ran one hand over his hair and tried for a smile instead.

“That looks pretty good. You made it?” He’d gotten his share of brownies over the years, care packages sent overseas from Boy Scout troops and elementary school classes, and he’d always downed them in a matter of seconds. Loved all that sweet shit. He reached out and took it.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He sank his teeth into the soft chocolate and almost groaned with pleasure. Somehow he didn’t remember the brownies from Scouts or students tasting this good. Or maybe he’d lost his ability to enjoy them after a while, the way he had with pretty much everything overseas. He finished it in two bites.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said as he wiped his mouth with a napkin.

“Damn,” he said without thinking. “That was the best brownie I’ve ever had.”

She turned and pointed at the new display case hanging on the wall. “There’s more if you want them.”

Part of him wanted to buy the whole case, but he barely had enough money to spend on his daily cup of coffee. “I’ll have to take a rain check on that.”

She nodded and then, to his utter surprise, sat down opposite him. “I’m Francine. Well, Franny. The only person who ever called me Francine was my mother.”

He cleared his throat and then held out his hand. “Heath. Garrick.”

“Are you a soldier?”

She’d guessed. He supposed it wasn’t hard to tell. “Yes, ma’am. I was in the Army for seventeen years. Just came back to the States. I was discharged six weeks ago.” He didn’t add why. He hoped she didn’t ask.

“Oh, my. That’s –” She spread her hands wide. “Thank you. For serving.”

“You’re welcome.” He never knew how to respond to those words. From some people, they sounded hollow, like something civilians thought they were supposed to say. He couldn’t decide what it sounded like coming from Franny.

She studied him with bright brown eyes. “You’re not from around here, are you? I’d recognize you if you graduated from Lindsey Point High.”

He shook his head. No one had given him the time of day since he’d rolled into this town. Now a woman wearing torn jeans and a green t-shirt and an odd straw hat was chatting him up like he was a regular person on the street.

But I’ll never be regular. Never be close.

He thought for just an instant of Roberto, his best friend until eighteen months ago. Now there was a regular guy, funny, smart, brave as hell. Father and husband and as good as a brother to Heath. Ironic, that the regular guys were the ones who turned into heroes more often than not. The regular guys were the ones who didn’t come home.

Heath’s fists clenched and unclenched under the table, and his feet began their nervous bouncing on the ground. He blew out a breath and forced himself to focus on the table, the coffee, the woman across from him whose brows drew together in worry the longer he sat there and said nothing.

“No,” he finally said. “I grew up on the other side of Bluffet Edge. Closer to Boston.”

She smiled. “Oh. That’s why I don’t recognize you. Well, welcome to Lindsey Point.” She cocked her head. “Are you visiting friends or family here?”

Boy, she sure had a lot of questions for someone she’d just met. “Nope. I’ve been gone a long time. Don’t have much friends or family left anywhere on the East Coast. I’m staying at the Surf Motel for a while ‘til I figure out if I’m stayin’ here and lookin’ for a job, or moving on.”

The cute waitress with her hair pulled back came over and refilled his mug. She looked the spitting image of the bartender. Now they had to be related. Everyone in this town was probably related. Heath didn’t belong here. He didn’t belong anywhere. He took a long slurp of his coffee and then stood. His legs bumped the table, and coffee sloshed everywhere. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

Franny wiped the table with a napkin. “It’s okay.” She stood too. “Are you all right?”

A short bark of laughter came out before he could stop it. I’m so far from all right you wouldn’t believe it. “It’s been nice talking to you, but I’ve gotta go.” He glanced at the bartender. “I’ve already outstayed my welcome.”

“No one ever outstays their welcome at the Great White,” Franny said as she walked with him to the door. “Listen, if you’re staying in town for a while, I have a really small mobile home out in back of my bed and breakfast. I’ve been thinking about renting it. The Surf Motel isn’t any place for a veteran to stay.”

He almost chuckled. “I did hear someone mention a bedbug epidemic last year. I’m hoping the critters found another place to call home.” His shower had almost no water pressure, and he wasn’t sure about the stain on the ceiling above the bed, but hell. He’d lived in worse places. It wasn’t forever, anyway.

Franny shuddered. “Ugh. I know it’s probably clean enough now, but...it’s just not the nicest place in town.” She gestured out the front window. “Franny’s Hideaway. That’s my bed and breakfast. It’s about a mile from here.” She rubbed her nose and blinked those huge brown eyes up at him. “If you’d like, you could stay there until you find a more permanent place.”

Permanent. The word sliced through him. Permanent meant long-lasting, something he could count on. If seventeen years in the Army had taught him anything, it was that nothing lasted, except maybe insomnia and the pain of remembering the faces of guys who hadn’t made it back.

Heath didn’t say any of that. He couldn’t. Franny wouldn’t understand. Instead he fought back a rising tide of anxiety and nodded. “Thanks. I’ll give it some thought.”
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CHAPTER 2
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“No,” Finn said as soon as Franny stepped back inside the Great White. She glanced down at her cell phone, where Heath Garrick had just typed his name and number into her Contacts.

“No, what?”

“You are not letting a total stranger live in your rental. You don’t know anything about him.”

“I know he’s a veteran. And he likes brownies.” And he has dark blue eyes and a handshake that made me feel safe. A funny feeling stirred in her stomach.

“Franny, hon, you gotta be careful. There’s plenty of people in Lindsey Point who’d like to rent that place. You don’t have to rush into giving it away to a stranger.”

“I already told him I’d let him stay there.” She glanced down the block, looking for Heath’s ramrod straight back and close-cut hair, the broad shoulders and strong arms with the tattoo that likely told a story. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be careful. I can take care of myself.” She had for almost ten years.

Finn scowled. “I don’t like the looks of him.”

“Why? Because he doesn’t chat up every person he meets the way you do?” Franny teased with a smile.

“He’s been coming in here for weeks,” Patti said. “He never bothered you before.”

“He wasn’t trying to live with Franny before.”

Franny laid a hand on his arm. “Hey, it’ll be fine. I rent rooms inside my home to strangers all the time. What’s the difference?”

“I don’t trust people who keep to themselves the way this guy does. Means there’s a whole lot of something they don’t want anyone else to know.”

“Or maybe it means they just don’t want to share their personal business with the world. He’s a vet. He probably has all kinds of things he doesn’t want to talk about.”

“I’m going to do some asking around,” Finn said. “Before you let him sign any kind of lease.” He pointed at Franny before she could protest. “And yes, he should be signing one. You gotta protect yourself.”

She opened and closed her mouth, words of argument on her tongue, but in the end, she knew Finn was looking out for her. They all did in Lindsey Point. “Fine.”

The Great White’s front door opened, and an attractive, auburn-haired woman walked inside with a smile that lit up the room. “Surprise!”

“Aubrey!” Patti dashed over and hugged Finn’s long-time girlfriend. “You’re back early.”

“I took some vacation days from the hospital. The Connecticut coast is too beautiful this time of year not to enjoy it.” Aubrey wrapped one arm around Franny’s shoulders. “Good to see you, Fran.”

“You too.” Aubrey smelled of vanilla and flowers and fresh air. Even her limp from a long-ago injury couldn’t keep her from looking like she belonged in the pages of a magazine, all white smile and bright eyes and high cheekbones that pinked whenever she saw Finn.

“Hey, gorgeous.” He pulled her into his chest and buried his face in her hair. “I missed you.” When Aubrey lifted her face, he leaned down and kissed her as if they’d been apart a hundred days instead of only a handful.

“Get a room, you two,” Patti said with a smile. She rolled her eyes at Franny. “Just because you’ve known each other since you were teenagers doesn’t mean you still have to act that way.”

Finn flipped his sister the bird behind Aubrey’s back. Franny just smiled. She loved watching the two of them together. She loved watching any happy couple together, from the newlyweds who stayed at her bed and breakfast to the retired couples who had coffee every Sunday after church. At thirty, she’d about given up on finding that kind of lasting happiness herself, not because of her age but because her two businesses kept her running twenty-four-seven.

And to be honest, Franny told herself with a glance at her jeans, t-shirt, and mismatched socks, she wasn’t exactly the kind of woman guys fell for. She made a really good friend and a really good business woman. Passionate lover or temptress wouldn’t ever be on the list.

“Did you get highlights?” Patti asked Aubrey.

Aubrey twisted her hair around her fingers. “Yes. Too light?”

Patti shook her head. “Nope. I like them.”

Franny turned to go, but not before she took in Aubrey’s designer purse and slim jeans. Aubrey always looked perfect, not like she was trying too hard like some of the overly made-up women in town, but like someone whose clothes and hair and accessories fell together without effort. She was kind and smart, a social worker for kids who’d been through traumatic times. No wonder Finn had fallen in love with her.

“Franny,” Finn said in a deep baritone voice. “I meant what I said. Don’t let that guy move in until I ask around and find out more about him. For all we know, he’s a serial killer, and his tattoos are gang markers from his time in jail.”

Aubrey looked from Finn to Franny with concern. “Who’s a serial killer?”

“This guy Franny wants to let stay in her rental.”

“Franny!”

“Finn’s overreacting. His name is Heath, and he just got out of the Army, and he’s looking for a place to stay and a job.” Her cheeks flushed. “He already said he was good with basic repairs, and he could help out at the bed and breakfast if I needed it.”

Finn raised a brow. “I’m sure he did.”

Aubrey swatted him. “Wait, is this Heath Garrick we’re talking about? Tall, dark blond hair, square jaw? I just passed him outside on the sidewalk.”

“Yes. Do you know him?” Franny asked.

Aubrey smiled. “I’ve known Heath since high school. I saw him up in Boston a couple months ago. I told him if he was ever in Lindsey Point, he should stop by the Great White. Glad he took my advice.”

“Really?” Finn looked skeptical.

“Yes. And stop looking at me like that, Mr. Jealous-With-No-Reason. We never dated. Heath grew up outside of the city, same as me, and we went to the same school for eleventh and twelfth grades, that’s all. He was an Army brat growing up, I think. Moved around a lot.” Her face softened with the memory. “How’s he doing? I didn’t talk to him much, the one time I ran into him.”

Franny mashed her hat down on her head. “I don’t know any more than you do. He’s pretty quiet.”

“Really? That’s not the guy I remember. Half the girls in school were in love with him. He played football, but he also helped out with the stage crew, building all the sets. He was one of those guys who fit in everywhere, you know? He was nice to everyone, super outgoing. Dated one of my friends for a while.” Aubrey shrugged. “‘Course, I’m sure being in the service for a while can change a person.”

Finn looked at Franny. “I still want to talk to him before he moves in.”

“Fine. I told him to come by tomorrow around dinner time and I’d show him the place.”

“Good,” Finn said. “I’ll be there too.”

###
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Heath shoved a stack of t-shirts and jeans into a duffel bag. Everything else he owned, sweatshirts, khakis, and Army boots, went into a second duffel. He checked the motel room one last time, his gaze moving over the threadbare carpet, pilled comforter, mismatched lamps and framed lighthouse picture on the wall. Wasn’t a bad place, but he wouldn’t be sorry to leave, though he wasn’t sure about moving in behind a bed and breakfast. Still, wide-eyed Franny in that silly straw hat had made him such a kind offer, he couldn’t refuse.

He strode downstairs, checked out, and slipped on sunglasses as he walked to his white pick-up truck with the rusted bed and serious dent in the passenger side door. He’d gotten it for a thousand bucks at a used car place up in Bluffet Edge, and it ran fine. Didn’t matter what it looked like. He tossed both duffels behind the seat and pulled out of the parking lot, checking both ways three or four times as he did. He still hadn’t gotten used to the dead quiet of this place. Compared to his tours in Afghanistan, life in Lindsey Point moved at a snail’s pace. Over there, things never stopped moving: not the enemy, not the mortar attacks, not his own thoughts, racing from sun-up and far past sundown. He’d thought coming home to the States would relax him and normalize him.

It was only when he did come home that Heath realized nothing would ever feel normal again. His days followed a terrible monotony of boredom, with no schedule and no urgency. He’d looked for work, either construction or security, something he could give meaning to, but few people seemed to be hiring. He’d give Lindsey Point a month, and then he’d move on if he needed to.

His fingers dug into the steering wheel as he followed Main Street out of town. A long expanse of beach spread out on his right. In less than five minutes, he saw a brightly painted red and blue sign for Franny’s Hideaway. The irony of the name didn’t escape him. He’d come to Lindsey Point because he didn’t know anyone, and because it seemed like a place where people wouldn’t stare at him or wonder why he didn’t talk much. Finding a place private enough to call itself a hideaway suited him fine.

A wide gravel driveway led to a small strip of parking spots in front of a three-story Victorian house. With pots of flowers on the front steps, a ceramic rooster collection in the yard, and curlicued eaves that ran along the entire facade, the place reminded him of its owner: scattered, colorful, and a little bit left of normal.

We might have that in common, he thought. A shadow of a smile crossed his face.

Heath parked next to a jacked-up black pick-up truck in Franny’s driveway and spent another minute looking around before getting out. The place had a gorgeous view of the ocean and sat directly across from a beach access path. Two flower beds along the sides of the house were in need of weeding. The sign tilted a little to the left, and the porch steps creaked as he climbed them, but otherwise the place seemed solid. Tall oaks and maples towered over the house, and juniper bushes lined the sides of the yard. Could probably use a landscaper’s touch, but the overall appearance felt welcoming. Much better than the Surf Motel.

“Hi!” Franny pulled open the door as soon as he knocked. She wore a long skirt with an apron tied over it and a black t-shirt covered with what he assumed was flour. “Come on in.” She wiped her hands on her apron and then untied it and tossed it on a chair.

Heath’s pulse hitched in the back of his throat, and he glanced over his shoulder before following her. He hated being closed in. Hated new environments, new people, awkward conversation. Hated all of this. Only the odd combination of antique furniture in the living room–he supposed it was a living room, or maybe a parlor in a place this old–kept his mind from giving into the blackness.

“You sure have yourself an interesting place,” he said. Some kind of red velvet loveseat sat between two rockers with patchwork pillows. Patchwork curtains hung from the windows, and an antique Singer sewing machine stood beside a wide staircase and the bartender from the Great White. Shit. Bodyguard’s here to make sure I don’t cross any lines. He jutted his chin at the guy. “Hey.”

“Hey. Finn Cavallo. I know we’ve met down at my bar.” He shook Heath’s hand. Tight, strong, and no mistaking the message. “Been a friend of Franny’s for a long time.”

Heath wasn’t sure what to say to that.

“You’re military?”

Heath nodded.

“But not from around here.” It wasn’t a question. “So why’re you looking to stay in Lindsey Point?”

I’m not looking to stay.

Franny tugged on Finn’s arm. “Stop giving him the third degree.”

“It’s okay. I needed a fresh start. Figured it was as good a place as any. I’m not from that far away,” he added, though sometimes he felt as though he’d lived on the moon before coming here. “Other side of Bluffet Edge.”

Finn just nodded.

“Do you want to see the rental?” Franny walked to a narrow door behind the staircase.

“Sure.” He followed her outside and down a set of concrete steps that crumbled at the edges. About fifty yards away sat a small mobile home, painted yellow with blue shutters and a blue front door. Franny pulled a key from the pocket of her skirt. “Finn and Lucas just finished all the work last month.” She turned and squinted into the late afternoon sun. “You haven’t met Lucas. He’s living in New York with his wife. He came back one weekend just to help out.”

She pushed open the door and held it for Heath. He stepped inside as she flipped a switch on the wall, and an overhead light illuminated a small living room with a couch and a recliner. A walk-in kitchen sat to the left, a hallway and two closed doors on the right.

“I know it’s small,” she said over her shoulder as she opened each door and revealed a tiny bedroom and bathroom with a shower stall, toilet, and pedestal sink. “But I hope it’s okay for you.”

“It’s more than okay.” Heath ran one hand over the bathroom wall, painted pale blue. The place smelled like disinfectant and furniture polish and flowers. A choking sensation came over him, and he backpedaled to the living room. A rush of fresh air met him at the front door, and he gulped deeply. Hell, he couldn’t even carry on a two-minute conversation. His face heated, and he rubbed a hand over the back of his head. Get a fuckin’ grip.

They walked back outside, and his lungs started working again. Franny wiped her hands on her skirt and left faint white splotches. He focused on that, the normality of flour and the sound of her voice. His anxiety receded. Her frizzy hair, the color of coffee with a shot of cream, fell around her face. She didn’t have much of a body to speak of, but her smile made up for that.

“You said you were good with repairs?” she asked.

“Pretty good.”

She handed him the key. “I hope you don’t mind working outside, at least at first, while the weather's still nice. The lawn needs some work, and those bushes by the house...” She trotted past him to a small shed in the side yard. “There’s a mower in here, and hedge trimmers and other things.” She waved a hand at the unlocked door. “Maybe you can look at the repairs inside later on. Finn started making a list for me earlier in the summer. I don’t have any guests tonight, but there’ll be a full house this weekend.”

He nodded and glanced up at a shadow in his peripheral vision. Finn stood at the top of the back steps, arms still folded, a guarded expression still on his face.

“I was going to charge five hundred a month for the rental,” Franny continued, “and that includes all the utilities. If you can take care of repairs around here, though, and keep the outside looking good, maybe we could agree on three-fifty?”

“That sounds more than fair.” He hesitated and then reached out to shake on it.

Her tiny hand vanished inside his, and for just a second, the lost, empty feeling inside him went away. Then Finn cleared his throat. Franny pulled her hand away as her cheeks flushed. “Oh, and if it’s okay with you, we should probably sign a lease. Will month to month work?”

Heath nodded. Week to week might work even better, but he didn’t want to sound like a shit.

Franny smiled again, and her whole face lit up. “Great. So maybe you’ll want to move your things in, and then we can meet inside and take care of the paperwork? I just finished a pan of apple bars,” she added. “In case you’re hungry.”  

“Thank you.” Heath watched her climb the back steps. The door closed behind her and Finn. But Heath didn’t move, didn’t return to his truck or go inside the rental. Instead he laced both hands behind his head and stared at the beach and the water beyond. Hell of a view, that was for sure. From here he could see the lighthouse easily, a spire that rose into the sky on the other side of the road. Meant to be a beacon for lost travelers, it stood solitary and strong. Wouldn’t be the worst thing to look at for a few weeks, he supposed. He closed his eyes for a moment. He hadn’t held a civilian job in almost twenty years. He hadn’t had a conversation involving baked goods or lawnmowers...well, ever. He’d meant for Lindsey Point to be a stopping point in his travels, but maybe it could offer a little more than that, at least for now.

He opened his eyes and walked to his truck to retrieve his duffels. At least mowing lawns and hammering banisters would keep him busy until he figured out what the hell to do with the rest of his life.
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CHAPTER 3
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Franny woke before dawn the next morning, but when she went to the kitchen, she could see lights inside the rental house. I wonder how long he’s been awake? She started a pot of coffee and then busied herself with cleaning the third-floor suite and making a grocery list. Though this week had been slow, she had a full slate of reservations for the weekend. As she carried a load of laundry to the washer, the sun cleared the tree line. For a long moment, she stood and looked at the beach, loving the way the sand turned white and beige in the early morning light. She hadn’t always felt such peace in Lindsey Point. It had come slowly, over a span of years. For a long time, she’d felt nothing but pain. She’d seen that on Heath’s face yesterday, and she wanted to tell him that watching the sunrise over the ocean had a way of healing things.

Back on the first floor, she tripped over a crack in the hardwood and dropped the laundry basket. “Oh, sugar.” Sheets, pillowcases, and her own bras and undies spilled across the floor. Franny pushed her hair behind her ears and set about gathering it all up. She loved this place, but a house over a hundred years old had all kinds of problems. Half the time, she wanted to tear it down and start fresh. She ran her fingers over this new crack. She wondered if Heath knew anything about repairing floors.

Finally she deposited everything in the tiny laundry room off her kitchen, checked on the cinnamon buns she’d baked an hour earlier, and poured herself a strong cup of black coffee. She peeked out the back window again. Lights still on. This time she saw movement behind one of the living room curtains. On impulse, she poured a second cup of coffee, set it on a tray with some cream and sugar, and then wrapped up a cinnamon bun and placed it next to the coffee. She descended the back steps with care and walked across the dewy grass.

But at the door of the rental, she stopped. With both hands full, she had no way of knocking. Drat. I didn’t think this through. She blew her bangs from her forehead and wondered if calling out Heath’s name would be too weird. She didn’t have neighbors, so it wasn’t like anyone else would hear. Before she could decide, the door opened.

“Oh...” Either she’d caught him just out of the shower, or he didn’t sleep in much, because he wore a pair of boxer shorts and nothing else. Stark black tattoos stood out on both arms, and his abdominal muscles rippled. She dropped her gaze to his feet and went a little dizzy. “I’m sorry. I saw a light on, thought you might like some coffee.” She held up the tray but kept her gaze where it was. Her heart thudded so loud she was sure he could hear it.

He took the tray from her hands. “Well, that’s awfully nice of you. Thanks. Just give me a minute.” He carried the tray inside and toed the door shut behind himself. When he returned, he’d pulled on a pair of jeans, and Franny almost fled back to the safety of the Hideaway. Oh my goodness gracious. Muscle defined every inch of his skin. His abs looked like something she saw on magazine covers at the store. Complex tattoos, and a few scars too, covered both arms and half his chest. She had no idea how to read the half-smile on his face.

“Did you sleep alright?” She focused on his forehead. Safe enough.

“Bed’s comfortable,” he said as he rested one arm on the doorframe. “I don’t usually sleep much.” As if on cue he yawned. “Thank you for the coffee, though. And the bun. Both look delicious.” He paused. “You didn’t have to. You shouldn’t have.”

“It was nothing. I’m always baking something. I’m happy to share.” As she turned to go, the sun blinded her, and she shaded her eyes as she looked back. “I have a full crowd this weekend,” she said. “All five rooms are reserved tonight and tomorrow. Not like anyone should bother you. Just wanted you to know.”

He nodded. “Thanks. I’ll get the yardwork done before they arrive, then.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean...” she began, but he lifted a hand and then turned and disappeared inside.

I offended him. He thought I was telling him to get to work. She worried at a hangnail. I am absolutely no good with men. At all. She only managed to talk to Finn and Lucas and a few others because she’d known them forever. For the rest of the morning, as she cleaned and made beds and prepared for her guests, her mind wandered back to the moment he’d opened the door. All that skin. All those muscles. All the lightheadedness that had swept over her. Goodness gracious, she couldn’t go lusting after the guy renting a house from her.

Could she?

###
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HEATH SAT AT HIS KITCHEN table and wrapped one hand around the coffee mug. Hell. That was awfully nice of her. He picked up the cinnamon bun, took a good long sniff, and then devoured it. “Better than the brownie,” he said aloud. Franny sure did have talent when it came to baking. He leaned back in the chair and looked at the dog-eared photo he’d dug out of his wallet last night.

It was the only one he had of her. In it, his daughter’s baby face, chubby cheeks and blue eyes like his own, shined up at him. She rested her chin on one hand and grinned at the camera. His jaw twitched. He’d run out of tears, out of sadness, out of all that emotion, years ago. What remained was a small, tight ache behind his breastbone when he thought about her. Nothing more. He couldn’t afford anything more.

I’m breaking up with you.

Even all these years later, he could still hear Beth’s voice in his head. He’d come home from his first deployment hungry for her, for them, for his little girl and the chance to be a father and build a family. And then she’d shattered him.

You’re leaving, and I don’t know when we’ll see you again, and it’s better this way.

How can it be better? he’d asked. He held his daughter on his lap, loving her smell and the way she wriggled in his arms.

We agreed not to get married.

Yeah, but that doesn’t change the fact I’m her father.

But apparently it had, because every phone call and letter went unanswered after he returned to Afghanistan. Beth fled the state, moved somewhere else with a guy Heath didn’t know, and after a while, after everything that happened overseas, he grew to realize she was right. He couldn’t take care of a little girl, not from ten thousand miles away. He finally stopped looking for her. He just never stopped thinking about her.

Anger surged through him, and he flipped the picture over. His other hand jerked the mug so hard, coffee sloshed over the sides and burned him.

“God dammit!” He shoved back the table and knocked over the chair as he stumbled to his feet. The mug rolled to the ground and shattered, leaving a mess of coffee and shards of porcelain everywhere. Heath swore again. His hands closed to fists, and it took everything he had not to put holes in the walls. Only the thought that Franny had just put them up kept him from tearing them down.

There’s no hope for me, he thought as he burst out the front door. Barefoot and shirtless, he strode past the inn and walked blindly for the beach. Not here, not anywhere, not in this lifetime. Too many scars marked him, and too many mistakes. A car honked as he crossed in front of it, and he flipped the driver the bird and stopped in the middle of the road, hands planted on the hood. Do it again, he thought. Honk at me one more time and see where it gets you. He glared into the windshield.
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