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          MARLEY

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not doing what’s good for you, Heath Monroe.” I was vaguely aware that we weren’t alone. But my gut churned with his betrayal.

      I thought I was done thinking about him in any capacity. But now he was standing in front of me, looking way too good for words.

      Heath raised his hands in a defensive stance. “We didn’t go onto your property on purpose. It’s just that no one from your family has been in these woods for years.”

      My face flushed. Was he referring to how we’d meet up in these woods when we were teens? “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m planning on renovating the inn and reopening it before the holidays.” I couldn’t believe I’d said that. I didn’t have any plans other than to renovate it and possibly sell it. What was it about Heath that had me saying things I didn’t mean?

      “I, for one, would love to see the inn renovated and open again. I think it will be great for the surrounding area,” Heath’s mom, Lori, said from her seat on the golf cart.

      “Grandma would have wanted me to reopen the inn.” When she was alive, I knew she wanted me to come home and manage it. But I didn’t want to return to this town. Not where I’d grown up in a trailer with parents who didn’t view me or my brother, Aiden, as a priority.

      I’d felt awful about it, but I’d built a beautiful life for myself in California, and I hadn’t wanted to come back to the one place I’d always felt less than.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss, dear,” Lori said as she rose from the golf cart and moved closer to where Heath and I stood across from each other in a tense standoff.

      I’d always envied the Monroe brothers, with their tight-knit family. Whenever I saw them interact, there was so much love.

      “Thank you.” I took a step back from the group, feeling out of place. They’d obviously come here as some sort of family gathering, and I was the one intruding. I didn’t belong here.

      “I’m going to head back. I’m tired,” Lori said to everyone, and then to me, “It’s good to have you back, Marley. Let us know if you need anything at all. My boys would be happy to help.”

      Lori returned to the golf cart, and Talon drove away.

      “We should go,” Sebastian said, with his arm around a little girl with dark hair. There was a second girl next to her. I wondered if she was Heath’s.

      I vaguely recalled the updates Gram would give me when I called to check on her. Their father had died a few years ago, which must have been devastating for them. And Sebastian had a little girl now. I’d blocked out whatever she said about Heath because I didn’t want to hear if he was happily married with kids. It was probably childish, but I’d never been mature when it came to him.

      Now that everyone was leaving, my heart beat erratically in my chest. I wanted to escape to the haven of the inn.

      I wrapped my arms around myself, mainly to shield myself from the cool wind but also to protect myself from Heath. He had the power to hurt me before.

      “You’re cold.” Heath moved closer, his voice gruff.

      “I should go back to the house,” I said, but I stood rooted to the spot as Heath came within a foot of me and then stopped.

      He was bigger and broader than I remembered. He was one year older than me and was best friends with Aiden.

      When Aiden enlisted, Heath had stayed close to home, helping on the farm and attending a local college. That’s when we’d run into each other in the woods. I’d find a place to journal or read for the afternoon, and he’d insist he was looking for the perfect spot to build his cabin.

      He wasn’t like the other boys in school, who were only interested in trucks or sports. He was responsible. He had chores to do on the farm, and he cared about his family. That combination was intoxicating for a girl who didn’t get positive attention from anyone.

      “How have you been?” Heath asked, and all I could see was that letter he’d left, breaking off our relationship. I could still see the words in his messy script on the loose-leaf paper: I’m sorry, but I can’t betray your brother.

      All I could think about was that he’d chosen his friendship with my brother over me. It was one more person who’d decided I wasn’t important enough.

      I shivered. “You lost the right to ask that question a long time ago.”

      He sighed and nodded toward the nutcrackers. “I’ll move the lights.”

      “You don’t want to see a survey?” My realtor had insisted on one when I mentioned wanting to sell the property from California. But now he was trying to convince me to renovate the inn to increase the value.

      “I trust you.”

      At one time, I trusted him not to hurt me.

      He shoved his hands into his pockets, his expression filled with regret. “Look, I’m sorry for how I handled things back then. I was young and stupid.”

      I wanted to ask if he was upset that he’d broken up with me, but I couldn’t make the words come out of my mouth. We hadn’t officially dated because Heath never wanted anything to get back to Aiden. Instead, we spent time in the woods, talking, playing games, and getting to know each other.

      We eventually progressed to heavy make-out sessions, but we never went all the way. I should have been thankful for that, but I wasn’t. Heath had always been someone special to me, but I’d wondered over the years if it was because I was so young. I’d idealized our relationship. It was so easy for him to walk away; maybe he hadn’t felt the same way.

      His expression pained, he continued, “I didn’t want to do something with you that I’d regret when your brother returned.”

      “I remember what you wrote.” I burned the letter in the fire pit behind my trailer and vowed never to let another man hurt me.

      Heath sighed and looked away. “Of course, you do.”

      He never reached out to me, even though I held out hope that he’d change his mind. Aiden would always be between us.

      “I never told you, but Aiden asked me to look after you when he left. You know how your parents treated you⁠—”

      I didn’t need him to finish that sentence. We both knew that I couldn’t rely on my parents for something as simple as a kind word or a meal. “I had Gram.”

      Heath’s compassionate gaze met mine. “But you deserved so much more.”

      His concern only hurt more. “I lost your friendship when you broke things off.”

      His lips pressed into a firm line. “That’s how it had to be.”

      I held up my hands. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I don’t want to rehash our past. I just want to do what I came home to do and go back to my life.”

      “You’re not staying.” It wasn’t a question.

      I laughed without any humor. “There’s nothing for me here.”

      He winced. “Lila told me how you were doing over the years.”

      Gram never mentioned it to me. “When did you see her?”

      “We took turns going over there to check in on her and maintain the property. Mom would bring her meals and drive her to the doctor. They’d sit and chat over a cup of tea.”

      I felt a pang about not being the one who was there for her the last few years. I’d been wrapped up in myself. But Lori and Gram had been friends despite their age difference.

      Heath scrutinized me, and I wondered what he saw. The successful businesswoman I was now or the teenager who would have followed him anywhere.

      “You look good.”

      I wanted to say that he did, too. In fact, he looked better than he had when we were teenagers. He’d filled out, his shoulders broad underneath the red-and-blue-checked flannel that hung open over a green Monroe Christmas Tree Farm shirt, and his thighs stretching his worn jeans.

      I bet he’d learned a few things since we used to mess around. He’d always been attentive and skilled with his tongue and fingers. Now that he was a man, I wanted to experience it again.

      Shaking that image from my head, I took a few steps back, needing to distance myself from him. Being around him stirred up feelings and emotions I thought I’d buried long ago.

      “Where are you staying?”

      “At the inn.” Gram had moved into a room on the first floor after the inn was closed so that she didn’t have to manage the stairs. She’d closed off the rest of the house and let it go.

      I was a little concerned if there was anything living in the house that I should be concerned about. Gram’s bedroom, the kitchen, and the living room were still in good shape, even if it was outdated.

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for you to stay there. Is it safe?”

      I let out a huff. “It was good enough for Gram.”

      “Why don’t you let me look at it tomorrow? I can do a quick walk-through and let you know.”

      “My realtor has been through it, and he didn’t fall through a floor.”

      Heath’s expression remained stoic. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “As much as I appreciate your concern”—I really didn’t because I didn’t need him in my space—“I don’t need your help. I’m a big girl now.”

      His gaze slowly perused me. “I can see that.”

      My face flushed from his appraising gaze.

      “If you need anything, you have my number. I built a cabin through those trees.” He pointed in the direction of some lights.

      “I’m the closest to your property.”

      It was close to our spot. I wondered if he’d chosen it on purpose.

      “Knox’s cabin is on the other side of the mountain and closer to the road. Talon’s cabin is behind his. I’m building a cabin for Sebastian next. His will be closer to the main farmhouse. He wants to be close to Mom. We were hoping that she could watch his daughter, Ember, but with her recent health scare, he might need a nanny.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “What recent health scare?”

      He shook his head. “We thought it was a heart attack, like my dad had, but it was just an anxiety attack. The doctor wants her to slow down and reduce her stress. Gram didn’t talk to you about my family?”

      “She talked about Lori and your brothers.”

      He smiled. “She didn’t talk about me?”

      I looked away. “If she did, I didn’t want to hear it. It’s not that I’m still hurt by what you did. I just couldn’t…” I couldn’t say the words.

      “I enjoyed listening to her talk about you. Lila was so proud of you. How you put yourself through school and wouldn’t accept her money.”

      I scoffed. “Of course not.”

      “And how you built an online business and were living in a house in Malibu.”

      My throat tight, I said, “I’m proud of everything I’ve accomplished. I wanted to get out of this town, and I did.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy,” he said.

      I wouldn’t have said I was happy. I would have said I felt safe and secure now that I had money. I was able to buy an amazing house and whatever else I wanted. But money wouldn’t bring Aiden home or protect him while he was deployed. Money had elevated my station in life and provided amazing opportunities, but it hadn’t given me lasting friendships or even a good man to spend time with. “Are you?”

      “I hate that my dad died and won’t get to see Emmett and Knox happy with their significant others. He won’t get to see Ember grow up. But I love working on the farm and being close to my family.”

      I wanted to know if he’d realized his dream of owning a contracting business. When we used to talk, he mentioned his internal conflict about working at the farm and pursuing his own dreams. I’d bet that had intensified since his father died.

      “I’m sorry about your dad, but I’m glad that things seemed to have worked out for you. And I’m sorry about confronting you about the lights. I thought there were teenagers out here drinking beer and causing trouble.” That didn’t explain why I continued to yell at him when I realized who it was. That was my frustration with seeing him again and my traitorous heart that picked up at the sight of him.

      “It’s okay.”

      I threw my thumb over my shoulder. “I should head back. I have a lot to do.”

      Something passed over his face, a hint of longing. It was so quick I almost thought I’d imagined it.

      “I’ll stop by to check your place tomorrow.”

      There was no point in arguing. Heath was stubborn.

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      When we were teens, our relationship felt exhilarating because it was forbidden. I’d wondered over the years if that’s why my connection to Heath felt different. But now that I’d run into him again, I still felt that undeniable pull. He was like a magnet I couldn’t help but be drawn to. But I knew if I got too close, there was the possibility I’d get burned.

      I needed to stay away from him so I wouldn’t be sucked into his vortex. Nothing good could come from getting close to a man who’d hurt me in the past.

      Only a fool would do something like that.
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      I used the flashlight on my phone to navigate through the woods, back to Addy’s birthday party. By the time I arrived at the bonfire, the crowd had dwindled, and it was mostly family. Sebastian had already taken Ember home, too.

      I’d feel better when his cabin was done, and they had a short walk home, instead of driving into town. I wondered if Knox would ask Sarah to move into his cabin soon like Emmett had with Ireland.

      I didn’t feel the same desire to settle down and get married as they did. But running into Marley when I hadn’t expected to see her was unsettling. I’d wanted to see her at Lila’s funeral, but she held a private service.

      Marley was even more gorgeous than she’d been in high school. Her hair was longer, her curves voluptuous.

      We were hot and heavy when we were teens, but I shut it down when I worried about what her brother would think. It was fun for a while, and I thought I might even love her, but we didn’t have a future. Not when her brother was my best friend.

      When he deployed, I promised to look after Marley. She didn’t have an easy time of it in school. The kids knew she lived in a trailer on her grandmother’s property, and they never let her forget it. My brothers and I were picked on for living on a farm and not being from town, where all the popular kids lived. But we didn’t care, and we were big enough that they eventually stopped the ribbing.

      Marley talked endlessly about leaving town. Knowing that I’d never leave my family, and the farm was in my blood, it was just one more reason that we wouldn’t have worked out.

      I’d never met anyone who made me reconsider settling down. I had my ever-expanding family to think about, as well as what we needed to do to increase revenue at the farm so that Mom would always be supported.

      I didn’t have time to wonder about the what-ifs. Aiden would have been pissed if he’d found out how I’d made a move on his sister back then. He’d never forgive me.

      I’d check on the inn tomorrow and make sure it was safe. Then I’d steer clear of Marley. She was moving back to California, and I wouldn’t see her for another ten years.

      “Everything okay with you and Marley?” Talon asked as we headed inside the barn to clean up.

      “I think she’s upset about her grandmother dying and having to come home.”

      “She hasn’t visited much over the years,” Talon said as he moved around the room, gathering cups and plates and throwing out any trash.

      When Mom talked about how she was doing, I listened. I needed to know that Marley was happy. It settled something deep inside me.

      I knew I hurt her when I broke up with her, but it had to be done. We didn’t have a future together.

      “Did you know her in high school?” Talon asked, and I felt his gaze on the side of my face.

      The space between my shoulder blades tightened. “She was a year younger than me but I knew her as Aiden’s younger sister.”

      “You two seemed to have some history.”

      I shook my head. By the time we hit high school, girls were all over me and my brothers. But we were focused on the farm. We didn’t want or need the attention. “Why would I have talked to a girl younger than me?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me. We lived on adjoining properties. Did you run into her in the woods?”

      My heart thumped in my chest. Did he know our secret? I thought we’d been so careful. When we were seeing each other, Knox was away at school, and Emmett was focused on building his furniture business. “Why would you think that?”

      “There was just something between you, a familiarity. She seemed pissed at you.”

      She’d said she wouldn’t do anything for me, as if there was something between us. But I wasn’t ready to tell my brothers. Not when I didn’t want Aiden to find out. “You’re wrong about that. I think she’s just overwhelmed with grief.”

      “Then why didn’t she visit over the years? She had to know Lila missed her and wanted her to come home.”

      “Lila never would have asked her to.” Each time Lila brought up Marley, I thought for sure she knew about us. She always seemed to be fishing for something. Maybe it was her intuition, and she hadn’t seen anything.

      “Isn’t it selfish that she stayed away all those years?” Talon asked.

      Anger surged through me, making me hot all over. “You don’t know anything about her situation.”

      Talon raised a brow. “And you do?”

      I ground my teeth together. “You want to talk about Holly?”

      “Fuck no. Why is everyone asking about her?”

      “It’s awkward as hell when you two are in the same room.”

      Talon shook his head. “You’re changing the subject. We were talking about you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about me.” I didn’t have much of a personal life. I hung out with my brothers or a few high school friends who still lived in the area. “I’m focused on my job and building Seb’s cabin.”

      Talon nodded. “I want to see him settled on the farm.”

      “Me, too.” Ever since Dad died, we’d become closer than ever. We’d come together, setting aside our differences, to take care of Mom.

      We resumed cleaning off the tables. Ireland and Sarah were taking down decorations while Knox and Addy played with the puppies.

      “You going to see Marley again?” Talon asked.

      “I’m going over to her place tomorrow to make sure it’s safe.”

      He raised a brow.

      “It’s what anyone would do,” I said as I busied myself clearing off the next table.

      “Yeah, but you’re the one doing it.”

      I sighed. “I don’t know what you’re insinuating.”

      “I think you do.”

      “I already told you there’s no history there.” Noticing the garbage was full, I cinched it and took it outside. I needed some fresh air.

      After I disposed of the garbage in the dumpster behind the main house, I went home. I wasn’t ready to deal with Talon’s questions or anyone else’s.

      Was it that obvious that there was something between me and Marley? If so, I needed to be extremely careful. The last thing I needed was for word to get to Aiden while he was deployed. He had better things to worry about than me messing with his sister.

      Once I was inside my cabin, I breathed a sigh of relief. It was a respite from the farm, my family, and the crowds that gathered during the holidays.

      Before Dad died, I had plans to open my contracting business. I’d gotten off track, but maybe it was time to get back to what I wanted.

      In my bedroom, I could see a light from Matthews Inn. It was nice to see the light on again and comforting to know that Marley wasn’t far away. She was just a quick walk through the woods.

      When we were teens, the draw was too hard to fight. It was easier when she went to college. I hated not having her nearby, but at the same time, it made keeping my promise to Aiden easier. I wasn’t tempted to get on a plane to pursue something with her.

      We were too different. She was a West Coast girl now, and I was still a man who lived on his family’s farm. I had nothing to offer her.

      Marley was living a good life, and I wouldn’t dredge up old memories. It wouldn’t do us any good.

      It would have been nice to see if our connection was the same. But it wasn’t worth the repercussions.

      Aiden was supposed to come home by next Christmas. He hadn’t decided whether he was going to re-up his contract or not, and I didn’t want to have to lie to him when he came home.

      As I got into bed, I wondered if I’d be able to resist her being so close. The urge to knock on her door and see if the passion was still there was strong.

      I needed to get myself together before I saw her again.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I got ready for work, intending to stop by Marley’s house before I went to the job site. Before I left, Nolan called to ask me to handle an estimate for him because his stepdaughter, Charlie, was sick.

      A few years ago, he’d fallen hard for a single mother and her twin girls. He often needed help to care for the kids.

      When he texted the address, my heart pounded in my head. It was the Matthewses’ place. Marley must have contacted Morrison Construction to get an estimate for the renovations. What were the odds that I’d be the one called to her property?

      At least I’d be able to knock out two things on my to-do list this morning. I got into my truck and drove past the main house onto the road before turning onto the lane that led to the inn. The gate hung off the hinges.

      Lila hadn’t been able to keep up with the property in the end, and she was too proud to let us help with much beyond cutting the grass around the house.

      I parked next to a small Mercedes convertible. I knocked, then tested the planks in various places on the porch while I waited. When no one opened the door, I used the knocker, hoping it would be louder.

      Finally, the door opened. Marley stood at the door in shorts so tiny I barely saw the hem peeking out of her threadbare shirt, which read Sweet Dreams.

      I swallowed hard.

      Her nipples were hard and clearly visible through the near-transparent material. When I finally made my way to her face, I noticed the redness of her cheeks, the crease in her forehead, and her hair standing on end. “Did I wake you?”

      “It’s seven.”

      “My boss called and asked me to come over here and do your estimate. His daughter’s sick.”

      Her expression softened. “Nolan’s your boss?”

      “That’s right. I work for Morrison Construction.”

      “I thought you wanted your own business.”

      “Dreams don’t always work out.” I wasn’t in the mood to discuss unfulfilled desires with her this morning. I moved into the foyer, forcing her to take a few steps back. I closed the door behind me.

      “Your furnace is working.”

      “Gram had it replaced before she died.”

      “That’s good.” One less thing to be concerned about.

      Marley followed behind me, her bare feet not making any noise on the wood floors. “Do you normally do estimates this early?”

      “I said I’d stop by to check on things here.”

      Her lips turned down. “I didn’t think you meant this early.”

      “I go in early, and I wanted to get it out of the way before I needed to be on-site. Where’s your coffee maker?” I moved into the kitchen, needing to do something with my hands. I wanted to touch the back of her thigh, to test the softness of the skin. I wanted to lift her onto the counter and step between her spread legs.

      “Gram didn’t have one. She only drank tea.”

      The kitchen itself was cluttered with Lila’s things, old newspapers were strewn over the large kitchen table, and knickknacks lined the counters. “It must be hard to be here.”

      Marley didn’t respond, so I turned to face her.

      She leaned a hip against the counter, her arms crossed over her chest. Her expression was pained. “It is.”

      “Do you want me to walk through the house and make a list of repairs, or would you rather eat breakfast first?”

      “Do what you need to do. I’m going to get dressed. I’ll be right back.” She moved through a door off the kitchen to what I remembered being Lila’s bedroom. It was originally a sitting room, but she’d turned it into her bedroom.

      I tried not to think too much about what Marley was doing in there. She was most likely stripping off her clothes. She was naked, with nothing but a thin wall separating us. I pulled at my collar, feeling incredibly hot.

      To take my mind off Marley, I wandered the first floor. I took notes of things we could do to improve the place. The kitchen needed to be updated, the fireplace inspected, the wallpaper removed, and the walls painted. The wood floors would need to be refurbished.

      I paused on pictures Lila had hung on the wall. Aiden had his arm around Marley. She was probably fourteen at the time, all elbows and knees, her legs scuffed up and dirty from running through the woods.

      It was a good reminder that Aiden would always be between us.

      “What are you looking at?” Marley asked as she came into the room.

      I turned to find that she’d put on form-fitting sweatpants and a hoodie. Her hair was brushed and pulled back into a neat ponytail, the end of which curled over her shoulder. No matter what she was wearing, she was undeniably gorgeous. I gestured at the picture. “You and Aiden.”

      She sighed. “Do you know that he came to me when he was thinking about enlisting and asked if I wanted him to stay? He felt bad about leaving me here.”

      “What did you say?” I asked, curious to hear her response.

      “I told him to go. That I’d be fine.” Her throat was thick with emotion.

      “You told him what he needed to hear.”

      “I didn’t want him worrying about me when he was deployed in dangerous areas. I hated not being able to reach him.”

      Aiden had always looked out for her. He was the one who made sure she had food in the pantry, ate dinner each night, and did her homework. “He wouldn’t do anything reckless.”

      Her eyes shone with unshed tears. “He’s all I’ve got now, you know?”

      She said it with so much vulnerability in her voice that I couldn’t stop myself from reaching for her like I had a million times in the past. I drew her to me, and she buried her head in my chest. I breathed in the scent of her shampoo, enjoying the feel of her warm body pressed against mine. It was supposed to be a comforting gesture, but the rest of my body hadn’t gotten the memo. Everything inside me tightened with desire.

      “Why didn’t you have a funeral for Lila? We would have come.”

      Marley pulled away from me. “I didn’t want to deal with everyone in town coming to say nice things. I could barely hold myself together, and Aiden couldn’t get leave since it wasn’t his parents who’d died, just a grandparent. We can have a service when he comes home. Maybe I’ll be able to deal with it by then.”

      She didn’t want to hold the funeral by herself. My heart went out to her. “You know we’re here for you, right? The Monroes have your back.”

      She sighed. “Funerals are so final. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye.”

      “But you’re ready to sell this place?” I asked, wanting to understand her.

      “When I’m sitting on my deck, overlooking the ocean, yeah, I want to sell this place and never look back. But now that I’m here, everything is coming back to me. All the emotions, memories, and feelings. Everything is wrapped up in this place. As much as I don’t want it to affect me, this place made me who I am today.”

      I wanted to buy the property to prevent it from being developed, but also to add value to our farm. But I wasn’t sure I could buy it if it caused her pain. If I bought it, and she changed her mind, wanting it back, I’d give it to her in a heartbeat. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her. Time and distance hadn’t changed anything. She was still the woman I’d never gotten over.
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      “You want to overhaul this place?” Heath asked, his voice gruff as he moved toward the staircase.

      “The realtor thinks that it will increase the value if I take the time to renovate it.”

      “He’s right about that. Taking on a property like this with a house of this size in disrepair would not be attractive to most buyers. You could draw developers. Do you want it to be an inn, or should we renovate it so that it’s more attractive to single-family homeowners?”

      I hadn’t even thought about the possibility of the land being developed. I just assumed anyone who bought the place would want the inn. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it being torn down and houses built in its place. “The realtor thought we should keep it as is. It could be used as an inn or a large house.”

      “There are a lot of bedrooms, though, right?” Heath gestured for me to precede him up the stairs.

      “A few are smaller, and an owner might want to use those as an office, a closet, or even a sitting room.” I didn’t feel great talking about another person living in this house. It was still hard to believe that Gram was gone. That I wouldn’t walk into the kitchen and see her sitting at the table, drinking her tea.

      When we reached the landing, Heath asked, “Do you mind if I take measurements and a few notes?”

      “That’s what you’re here for, right?” I asked him.

      We walked down the hallway. “You could move laundry up here if you wanted.”

      “That would be nice. The basement is scary. I never went down there as a kid.”

      We stopped in front of the door to the first room. “You’re going to need to do laundry if you stay for a while.”

      I shuddered. “I’m hoping I won’t need to be here for that long.”

      I opened the door to the first room. The curtains were drawn, and the space was musty from being closed up.

      Heath moved around the room, taking measurements. I held one end of the tape while he made notes of the numbers.

      “I’m surprised you don’t use a tablet or a laptop,” I said as we moved down the hall to the next room.

      “I’m old-school. When I design a room, I’ll use a program that brings it to life for the clients. That’s what people expect, but when I’m starting a new job, I like pencil and paper.”

      I grinned. “Not even pen. I like that.”

      Heath winked at me as he waited for me to open the next room. There was something about that mannerism that brought me back to when we’d run into each other in public as teenagers. He wouldn’t acknowledge me, other than a wink when no one else was paying attention. It never failed to make me feel special, even when we had to keep our relationship a secret.

      This room was larger than the first. “I’m going to need to air out the rooms.”

      Heath flashed me a grin. “I’m used to working in dusty places.”

      “It doesn’t mean you should have to. Will I need to haul this furniture out of here? Maybe I could store it in a barn.”

      “Are you keeping it or getting new furniture?” Heath asked, moving to the windows, where he attempted to lift one.

      “I think it would be best to save whatever’s salvageable for now. I can stage the rooms with the furniture I have.” Money wasn’t an issue for me, but I wasn’t used to spending frivolously. The beachfront home was the one thing I’d splurged on.

      Heath ran a hand over the headboard. “It’s sturdy. They don’t make them like this anymore. Not unless you find someone who makes them by hand.”

      “I like that each piece of furniture has history, and maybe even a story to tell.”

      His lips quirked. “I do, too.”

      “As kids, we had so much fun hiding in these rooms when there weren’t any guests.” We saw the hotel as our playground, with so many rooms and exciting new guests arriving every few days. The grounds were fun to explore, too.

      We didn’t realize we should be ashamed of living here until the kids realized we lived in a trailer on the property and not at the big house. Then I felt like a charity case. My grandmother had essentially taken our parents in, providing us with a place to live.

      “I bet this place holds a lot of memories for you and Aiden.”

      “I still expect Gram to be sitting in the kitchen, drinking her tea and asking me what adventures I was going on today.” I blinked away the tears.

      “She was a special woman.”

      What did it say about me that I’d stayed away over the years? I’d eschewed the one woman who’d cared about me, who made sure I had food to eat and got to school on time.

      “Where are your parents now?” Heath asked as we headed to the next room. This one was the largest, on the corner of the house with a bay window. The window faced the woods and Heath’s cabin.

      I shrugged. “I don’t really know. They’re not together anymore. They went their separate ways after we left. I think Gram was the reason they stayed as long as they did.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “When I graduated from high school, I came home to find them packing up their things. Dad said I didn’t need them anymore. I was an adult. As if graduating from high school signified that you could take care of yourself. But oddly enough, I felt older than my years. I’d already figured out that I was responsible for myself. Not my parents or Gram, but me, and I wanted to do something meaningful.”

      “What do you mean?” Heath asked as he jotted down the measurements in his notepad.

      “I wanted to empower other women who came from nothing. Who didn’t have parents that positioned them in the world with wealth and opportunities.”

      Heath set his pad aside and moved closer to me. “Did you accomplish that?”

      “Every day, I reach new women and empower them to reach higher, to set unrealistic goals, and I get messages daily from them saying they did the impossible. It’s so satisfying.”

      “What exactly do you do? Lila said you had a successful online business, but she said it was like life coaching or something. I didn’t understand it.”

      “It started out as coaching, but that was exhausting. I imagine it’s like being a therapist and listening to people’s problems all day long. If you’re not careful, it will suck up all your energy. Eventually, I wanted an easier way to earn money but still get my message out there in a way. I finally landed on a digital course, teaching about money and confidence. People have all these negative beliefs about themselves, their success, and money. I help them clear those limiting beliefs and see life differently. I like to think I give them the confidence to reach their dreams. It’s miraculous what they’ve done with their newfound confidence.”

      Heath cleared his throat, his expression full of awe. “That’s impressive. I love my work, but I don’t reach people in the same way you do.”

      I frowned. “Don’t you? You see something in their homes that maybe they don’t, and you bring it to life. I bet you inspire those who live there to do more with their lives, too. They might just not tell you. I’m lucky that the women I’ve helped will email me and let me know how my course and my words inspired them.”

      “I think it’s impressive. Although I never would have thought of that as being a career.”

      “I didn’t either. There were tons of coaches online when I started out, and I doubted myself. But sharing what I knew was magical. I was helping people reach their dreams and making them see their potential. It was so satisfying.”

      “I can tell you love what you do.” His voice was low and gravelly, and everything fell away, the memories and history of the room, the inn, until it was just us.

      “I do.” I licked my lower lip, and he stepped close, running a hand through my hair. Tingles erupted over my skin at the contact, and I swayed in his direction. He smelled as I remembered, like pine and spice. I kept a candle with an evergreen scent in my apartment and pulled it out when I was feeling homesick.

      I associated the inn and Gram with home. But Heath was part of the reason why I felt grounded and connected to this place.

      “I can’t believe you’re here after all these years.” His gaze caught and held mine, his eyes darkening with what I could only describe as pure heat.

      My skin flushed, and my nipples pebbled, but he didn’t move closer. I sucked in a deep breath and forced myself to take a step back. I was only home long enough to get the renovation started, then I was heading back to California.

      His hand dropped to his side, and he moved to grab his pencil and pad.

      I let out a breath. My lungs ached as if I’d been holding it in this whole time. Would he have kissed me if I hadn’t moved? I’d never know, but I’d think of that moment later when I was alone.

      He tucked the pencil behind his ear and asked, “I assume you want to keep the general feel of the place but freshen it with new paint and refinished floors.

      I walked into the hallway, needing some fresh air. “The setup is nice. I don’t think we need to knock down any walls or do anything drastic.”

      “I agree. Unless you want to move the laundry room upstairs, or something like that.”

      “It would be nice, but I don’t want to take up one of the guest rooms for laundry. Whoever buys the property will want every room available to rent.”

      We continued moving from room to room, commenting on things that needed to be fixed or repaired, and he made notes in his notepad. I was impressed with his thoroughness and felt confident that he’d do right by this place.

      When we were finished, he said, “I’m not sure who will handle the property. I’m filling in for Nolan this morning. He might want to take it on.”

      “No,” I said, surprising even myself.

      “What do you mean, no?” Heath asked, his brow furrowed.

      “I’ll hire Morrison Construction if you’re the lead contractor. I want you to take care of this place. I’m going to be in California, and I need someone I can trust taking care of things here.”

      “You’re not staying?” Heath asked, and I couldn’t gauge whether he was upset about that.

      “I need to be home. This place holds too many memories for me.”

      Heath’s jaw tightened. “So, you’re going to renovate it and sell it from California?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Heath shook his head. “I would have thought you’d want to keep an eye on this place and take care of your grandmother’s things.”

      “I’ll go through her stuff.” Pain shot through my chest at the idea.

      “Then you’ll sell?”

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. “It will be easier.”

      “I never took you to be a coward.”

      “I know that being here isn’t good for me.” I needed to maintain the façade I’d carefully curated over the last ten years. I couldn’t come back here. I’d fall back into my old way of thinking. That I’d never fit in, and I wasn’t good enough.

      In California, no one knew my past. All they cared about was that I was successful now. I didn’t have particularly deep friendships, but I was content. I loved my business and my home. I even had Erika, my reliable assistant, to help me. I considered her to be a friend.

      I felt Heath’s disapproval in the air between us. “I have everything I need. I’ll be in touch.”

      He moved to go, and I stopped him with a hand on his forearm, his muscles flexing underneath my palm. “I want you to do the job. I don’t know if I can do this without you.”

      My voice shook with emotion. I had to go through my grandmother’s things before I could go home, which meant I needed to start today. I wasn’t sure I’d survive the process, but we couldn’t renovate and sell it with her personal effects here.

      “I’ll take care of you. If Nolan doesn’t agree, I’ll do it myself.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “I’ve been wanting to go out on my own for a few years. My father’s passing set me back a bit, but I’ve been thinking about it more and more lately. I can build Seb’s cabin and renovate the inn at the same time.”

      “I don’t want you to get in trouble with your boss.”

      “Nolan knows I’ve wanted to do this for a while. He’s been pushing me to follow through, but I wasn’t ready. I think now’s the time.”

      I wanted to be the one who gave him the courage to do it, but I knew it wasn’t me. I’d only just come back into his life. He’d already been placing the groundwork for this move; he’d just been afraid to make a move. “I’m happy for you, Heath. You’ve built a nice life for yourself here.”

      “I thought so too.”

      There was something in his tone, as if he wasn’t quite sure he had everything he wanted. And I wondered what he was missing. Was it a relationship with a woman? Kids, even? I wanted to know everything about him—what had changed in the last ten years and what was the same. But I wouldn’t be here for long, and it wasn’t my place to insert myself into his life when I had no intentions of staying.

      “I don’t see anything that’s dangerous or concerning. Lila took care of this place over the years. The electrical has been updated. It’s just a matter of new paint and refinishing the wood floors.”

      “Thank you, Heath. Your being here makes it easier.” And harder in some ways. My chest hurt in a way it hadn’t in years. Seeing him again, being here, it created a flood of old emotions.

      He nodded, but he didn’t move closer or touch me. He just grabbed his things and walked out the door. It shouldn’t hurt, but it did. We weren’t anything to each other anymore.

      He was the man who might renovate the inn. He wasn’t the boy I was in love with for half my life. He was different now, larger and more set in his ways. He’d walked away from us before for a reason, and nothing had changed. Aiden would always be between us.

      I wasn’t the same woman anymore, either. I didn’t need him in the same way I did back then. I was strong and confident. But why did I want to kiss him to see how it felt now that we were all grown up? Why did I want to revisit the past?

      I needed to clean up the place, secure the contractor, and go back to my real home. The modern house on the beach. Despite its cold interior, the ocean called to me in a way that nothing else did. I needed the salt air and the sound of the waves. The trees and grass didn’t hold the same appeal.

      I ignored the nagging thought that said if it came with Heath, he was all I’d ever need.
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      As I drove down the lane to leave, I wondered if Marley liked the man I’d become, not just the boy I was. It didn’t even matter because she was only here for as long as it would take to clean out her grandmother’s things, and then she would be gone.

      I hated the idea of her doing it by herself. But Aiden was gone, and there was no one else. I wondered if I should help her or even employ my family. I could show her that she wasn’t alone. That she had me and my family.
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