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For Tom Petty, whose song Alright for Now planted the first seeds for Seth Murphy in my heart.


One of my biggest regrets in life is never getting to see you in concert.










  
  

A Note from the Author
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Hello Friend, 

Thank you for joining me on this romantic adventure. As an indie author, I recognize that your time is valuable, and I am deeply grateful that you’ve chosen to explore the pages of a world into which I’ve poured my heart and soul.

Want to know a secret? Storytelling is magic. It’s the alchemy that transforms ink into dreams, and readers into fellow travelers. Together, we cross landscapes of desire, heartache, and hope. 

Always hope. 

And that’s why I love what I do.

But here’s the secret: you are the heartbeat of this journey. Your curiosity fuels my creativity. As an indie author, I don’t have a corporate marketing machine behind me… I have you. 

Thank you.

Can I be honest? I’m not a huge lover of social media. It’s a whirlwind of posts, hashtags, and fleeting attention spans. Amidst the chaos of these digital currents, I want to extend an invitation to join me in a more intimate space: the Whispers and Works in Progress newsletter. 

(Print readers – link can be found at eabradyauthor.com).

Here, you’ll find exclusive sneak peeks, behind-the-scenes glimpses, and perhaps a few musings on life, love, and the writer’s craft. No algorithms, no noise. Just a direct line from my heart to yours.

Will you take this journey with me? Join me here! 

(eabradyauthor.com).



With heartfelt gratitude,
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Indie Author & Fellow Dreamer
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Welcome to Oak Harbor
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Oak Harbor is a fictionalized mash up of a few of my favorite places in Maine. It showed up one day, fully formed in my mind, and I had no choice but to bring it to life. 

This series will look a little bit different than a romance series usually does. Rather than follow members of the same family (brothers, sisters, cousins, etc.), the stories in this series are based around a family-owned construction company and will follow some family members and some employees.

Approaching the stories this way kept it fun for me to write, and I hope it will be fun for you to read. 

These stories do contain swearing (but that varies from character to character and book to book) and on-the-page sex scenes. 

Content Warning: I tend to write low-stakes stories, which means normally there aren’t trigger warnings. However, this story does include references to the past death of a parent. It is not graphic, and it happens off‑page. 

Turn the page to follow along with Seth Murphy and Brooke Hollett. Seth is a steady, big‑hearted single dad who just wants to do the right thing, and Brooke is the wandering mystery writer who never wanted to put down roots, let alone become part of a ready-made family. 

Their story is sweet, funny, and full of small moments that build into something bigger. Something that lasts. 

I hope their courage, their softness, and their love stay with you long after the final page.








  
  

A Quick Who's Who
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Sawdust and Sweethearts is the fourth book in the Built to Last Series. I want you to be able to enjoy it even if you haven’t read the other books, where a lot of these characters were introduced. 



Here’s a quick rundown/recap:


	Pat and Gaelen Murphy – husband and wife, owners of Murphy Construction Company


	     Shane Murphy – The Murphys’ oldest son – works for Murphy Construction


	          Brant Murphy – Shane’s son


	     Owen Murphy – The Murphys’  second son – works for Murphy Construction


	     Gretchen Murphy – Owen’s wife


	          Chloe Murphy – Owen and Gretchen’s oldest daughter


	          Ava Murphy – Owen and Gretchen’s youngest daughter


	     Seth Murphy –  The Murphys’  third son – works for Murphy Construction


	          Rylee Murphy – Seth’s only daughter


	     Jesse Murphy – The Murphys’  youngest son – used to be a semi-pro fighter


	     Mia Reed Murphy – Jesse’s wife


	     Hannah Murphy – The Murphys’  youngest child and only daughter


	     LUCAS WADE – Hannah’s boyfriend – owner of the harborside cafe














  
  

Seth
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For the third time, Seth Murphy tried to fit a length of maple into the custom shelving unit he was trying to finish before the end of the workday. And for the third time, it was too short. He launched the board directly on top of the growing pile of lumber on the far side of the room. The first mis-cut, he wrote off to a lapse in concentration. The second one he blamed on misreading his own handwriting. By the time the third piece clattered on top of the others, he was out of excuses. 

The last project on the current job site was to get the built-in shelves installed so the rest of the crew could move into the office and get the flooring done. After the third attempt at the first shelf, he was about ready to stack all the wood in the house’s backyard and light himself an expensive bonfire.

“Dude,” his brother Owen said, showing up unannounced and startling Seth in the process. Owen had been helping a couple of the other guys install hardwood flooring in the dining room until he heard the third board land. Or maybe it was Seth’s cursing that summoned his frowning older brother from the other room.

Owen stood in the doorway and held Seth with a look that matched his tone. “What the fuck’s going on in here?”   

Aside from the complete and total blow out that ended his most recent relationship and a job that he apparently forgot how to do? Nothing was going on at all.

Looking up at his older brother from his crouched position by the far wall, Seth scrubbed a hand through his hair, about ready to pull it out by the handful. “Fuck if I know,” he said. “I just keep cutting the things too fucking short.” 

From where he stood, arms crossed, leaning against the doorframe, Owen said, “Dude, you’ve been in a shit mood all day. Seriously. What is going on? Rylee driving you nuts?”

If only it was something as simple as being frustrated with his eight-year-old daughter. “I wish,” he said, standing upright and resting his stressed out and exhausted body against the wall. 

“So, what is it?” Owen asked. “Something to do with Dad’s party?” Seth didn’t respond, so Owen kept guessing. “Something happen with your one true love?”

Owen’s dislike of his girlfriend, hell, the entire family’s dislike of Simone, had never been a secret. Now that the proverbial chips had settled in regard to that disaster of a relationship, it turned out they’d all been right. Deep down, he’d always known they were. Simone had certainly never given them reason to think better of her. From her habit of constantly picking fights with him, to her lack of patience with Ryleee, she’d been more of a drag on his life than not.

“What’s going on, fellas?” Jake Fuller, one of the other foremen for their father’s company had been reassigned to help get this job finished so they could all move on to the next jobs on the always-packed schedule. He squeezed by Owen and stood looking from Seth to his pile of wasted lumber and back again. “What the hell happened here?” he said.

Owen shrugged. “We’re just about to find out.”

Jake glanced at his watch, then at Owen, before they both turned their eyes to Seth. “Well,” Jake said, “let’s hear it.”

The very last topic Seth wanted to talk about on a Friday afternoon was, apparently, the only thing his brother and co-worker wanted to hear about. With the school year over and the weather warming up, he would much rather be talking about everyone’s vacation plans. At the very least, he’d have preferred to talk about the big party their mother had been planning for their dad. 

Anything would have been better than what he was about to share, even something as stupid as the weather.

“Fine,” Seth finally said. “You really want to know what happened at my house Tuesday night? I’ll tell you.” He looked from Owen to Jake, expecting nothing but full cooperation. “But not a word of this at the party tomorrow. It was a fucking nightmare, and I really don’t want to talk about it with every single relative and family friend that walks in the door.”

After both men looked at one another they turned to Seth and nodded their agreement. “All right,” Owen said. “It doesn’t leave this room.”

Trusting them to be true to their word, Seth heaved out a deep breath. Where to even start? It seemed the beginning was as good a place as any. 

“Tuesday night at my house was a complete and total shitshow.”

“Oh?” Jake said, but Owen had a look that told Seth he had an idea where this story was headed.

“You guys already know Simone and Rylee don’t really get along. Never have.”

Jake nodded and Owen laughed so hard he nearly choked. “That’s a fucking understatement,” he said when he finally caught his breath.

Ignoring him, Seth continued. “Anyway, the other night Simone came to the house after she got out of work. She wasn’t there for more than ten minutes, and she started in on Rylee for something stupid. I’d gone down to shower and change real quick while Simone got dinner going. Evidently, Rylee had enough of her and all but told her to fuck off.”

“Someone had to do it,” Owen quipped.

Jake smacked Owen on the chest. “Shut up and let him talk,” he said.

Before he lost the will to finish the story, Seth pressed on. “So, Simone starts yelling. Rylee starts yelling back. I come running out of the bathroom in a towel and it’s like a fucking war zone.” 

The pot on the stove had started to boil, with the unopened box of pasta beside it. The jar of sauce was simmering in a smaller pot and the scent of it had permeated the air, the warmth and homeyness of it in stark contrast to the harsh words being strewn around the room.

“Simone’s yelling, slamming shit on the counter. Rylee’s stomping her feet and yelling and crying. So, I step in between them, and Simone turns on me and starts yelling about Rylee and what an awful kid she is and why don’t I have any control of her and what a terrible fucking parent I am.”

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw it again: the look of contempt on his daughter’s face, coupled with the tears streaming from her red-rimmed eyes as her body shook with sobbing rage.

“Holy shit,” Jake said. Owen simply nodded.

“Wait. It gets better.” Seth took a deep breath before he continued. “Once Simone starts in on me, Rylee completely loses her shit and starts yelling even louder at her about how terrible she is and how stupid she is and how ugly she is and every other thing that pops into her head.”

He thought telling the story out loud to Jake and Owen would make it less awful but seeing the looks of utter disbelief and concern on their faces only made him feel worse.

Swiping a hand over his mouth, he was barely able to bring himself to continue. “So, this is when the night reaches its peak. I picked up Rylee, who is just completely losing her fucking mind, and put her into the living room. I’m trying to get her to go upstairs without yelling at her and making shit even worse. But Simone is going back and forth yelling at her and yelling at me.” 

Seth noticed the way Owen’s jaw had clenched, as if he was angry that Rylee had to put up with everything that happened. Seth was pissed off enough at himself for the both of them.

He paused again, still trying to hold back the fury that had started that night and threatened to reignite all over again. “All of a sudden there’s a loud knock on the fucking door.”

Owen exhaled a dramatic breath. “Who the hell was at the door?”

“Someone called the cops?” Jake asked.

“Thankfully, no,” Seth said as his stomach knotted all over again, recalling the look of unabashed rage on the woman’s face. She stood there in her nightgown with a zippered hoodie over it. It was hot as hell that night, so he assumed the hoodie had been for modesty. “It was my next door neighbor, June. She heard everyone yelling and came over.” He sighed, fully ashamed of every one of his failures as he laid them bare for the guys. “As soon as Rylee saw her, she bolted out from behind me and ran into June’s arms.” 

Seth hung his head, staring at the light blue paint stain on the tip of his tawny brown work boot. “It ripped the fucking heart right outta me. June stared at Simone, and I swear if she was ten years younger she would have dragged Simone outside by her hair and kicked her ass right then and there. Then June looks at me and says, ‘I’m bringing Rylee back to my house. When this is done you can come get her.’ And she picked up my crying kid and carried her off the porch.”

“Oof,” Owen said, rubbing the spot on his chest directly over his heart.

“Jesus Christ, man,” Jake said. “That’s fucked up.”

“You have no idea.” Seth was glad the story had just about reached its conclusion. Retelling it was only making him feel like shit all over again.

“Then what’d you do?” Owen asked.

With a sigh, Seth said, “I told Simone she had sixty seconds to grab anything that was hers and get the fuck out of my house before I threw her out the fucking door.” 

“Damn,” Jake said.

Owen gave Jake a look. “Don’t worry,” he said. “He never would have laid a hand on her.”

Seth caught Jake’s eye. “No, I wouldn’t have. But it doesn’t mean I didn’t want to.” He huffed out a sound that was almost a laugh, but never quite made it. He wasn’t a man who would ever touch a woman in anger, but at that moment it was the biggest and only threat he had. 

“So that was that,” Seth said. “She went down to my room, grabbed the few things she bothered to keep at the house, and bolted. Practically ripped the screen door off its hinges on the way out, but that was it. She’s gone.”

“Thank God.” Owen said. Seth knew his brother, and he knew there was more going on in Owen’s head. “So how awkward was it going to pick up the kid?”

Seth heaved a deep sigh. “Truthfully I have never felt like a bigger asshole in my entire life. I actually debated just leaving her there and picking her up in the morning.”

“I’ll bet,” Owen said. 

“By the time I got there, Ry was asleep.” The memory was burned into his brain and would be until the day he died. “June’s husband was just sitting in the recliner watching baseball and there’s my kid sound asleep under a blanket on the couch. It completely sucked. But June was pretty cool about everything. She actually apologized to me for interfering.”

“I don’t know, man,” Jake said. “Sounds to me like she did the right thing.”

“Damn straight,” Owen said. “I mean, I know it kind of sucked for you, but Ry’s kinda little to have to deal with that bullshit. And, I’m not afraid to say, it was completely unnecessary bullshit.”

It was as if his whole family had seen her for what she was when he had tried to close his eyes to it. And for what? So he didn’t have to be alone? So he didn’t have to be a single father? How’d that work out for ya?

“Dude, you should’ve given her the boot the first time she let fly with her crazy bitch flag,” Owen said. “‘Cause she flew it pretty openly. You know?”

“Don’t remind me,” Seth said, as if he wasn’t acutely aware of it.

“What happens now?” Jake asked, obviously trying to steer the conversation into a positive space. “You don’t think she’ll be coming around anymore? Trying to start things up again?”

“Who knows,” Seth said. “I can’t imagine she will, but with her you can’t be sure of anything.” 

Owen looked dead into Seth’s eyes. “If she does come back,” he said slowly, as if Seth was only able to understand if it was explained to him like he was a toddler, “you don’t even think about it. You tell her to get the fuck out of there, right?”

Despite feeling like absolute shit, Seth knew his brother was only looking out for him. And, as much as it pained him to admit it, he knew more than anything that Owen was right. Simone had been nothing but trouble pretty much from the beginning. From always needing to get her way, to trying to keep him from hanging around his family, she tried to control their relationship from the inside out. 

It sucked having it end in such a loud, ugly way, but now that it was over, the relief was almost as strong as his anger and his overwhelming sense of failure.

“Trust me,” Seth said. “Now that she’s gone, she’s not coming back.” He chuckled bitterly. “In fact, I think maybe it’s time to focus on just me and Rylee and leave women out of the picture for a while.”

Jake’s eyes widened and Owen cocked one stupid eyebrow in mocking disbelief.

“Right…” Owen said, sarcastically dragging out the word. “As if you’d ever give up women entirely.”

“I’m serious,” Seth insisted. “No more women. Not until Rylee’s in college. Maybe not even then,” he said. “I can’t be a good father and be a good partner. I don’t have the fucking bandwidth to do both things well. And Rylee has to come first.”

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to date, it was simply a matter of not being able to put Rylee through more of the trauma she’d already had to endure when Simone left. If cutting women out of his life for the foreseeable future was what it would take to eliminate the emotional risk to his daughter, that’s what he’d do. No question about it.

Jake flipped his wrist and glanced at his watch. “Look,” he said, “I’ve got to get back out there. I’m sorry shit went down the way it did. I’m sure nobody wanted that, least of all your little one.” His expression was sincere as he continued. “But maybe don’t be making promises you might not be able to keep—especially to yourself. Being a parent is hard fucking work, Seth. It’s OK to need help with it. You’ve just got to find the right person.”

“Yeah,” Owen cut in, steepling his fingers like a criminal mastermind. “You just need to make sure you find someone who’s not eeeevil next time.”

“You’re a jackass,” Jake said to Owen as he backtracked out of the room.

“Maybe so,” Owen called after him. “But I’m not wrong!”

This was more than Seth had planned on telling anyone, especially in the middle of a workday. But it was still a workday, and he still had shelves to install.

“All right,” Seth said. “Enough talking. I’ve got to get these shelves done or the old man’s gonna have my head.”

“Good enough,” Owen said as he pushed away from the doorframe. “You need any help before I head out of here? Second set of eyes on the measurement before you cut another mistake?”

Despite the murderous look Seth shot him, Owen laughed before he turned and walked out of the room.

Sure, it was easy for them to talk about finding the “right” woman, whatever the hell that even meant. He knew for certain that Jake was divorced, so maybe he wasn’t the one to be taking advice from anyway. Seth had made up his mind. From now on, Rylee came first. Nobody would be getting close to her again. And for damn sure, nobody would cause the kind of ridiculous bullshit scene she’d already had to endure.

His life would become a routine of working, taking care of Rylee, then sleeping. 

On repeat. 

Until the end of time.








  
  

Brooke
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With a pile of notes on the glass-top table beside her open laptop, Brooke Hollett snagged a pen and scribbled down her thoughts on the next recipe for her stepfather’s book. Her mother busied herself in the kitchen while Brooke used the table as a makeshift workspace. 

“This is great,” Leon said, sliding into the chair across from hers. As a successful restauranteur, Leon had contracted with her to create the text for a collection of his restaurant’s most popular dishes over the years. 

“What’s that?” Brooke asked. “Finally getting all these recipes into one book?” 

One side of Leon’s mouth tilted up. “Obviously, there’s that,” he said. “But I was more talking about having you home and having you be the one to write it. I mean it’s not every day a guy has a famous writer staying at his house and writing his book.”

Chuckling, Brooke laid her pen down. “I’m not even close to famous, Leon. Just lucky enough to earn a living doing what I love. Besides, this is the perfect gig between projects.” Never mind that she only agreed to this job out of sheer desperation. Unable to write a single word of fiction since leaving Montana, her agent was breathing down her neck for updates on her next, nonexistent, project.

Leon dismissed her modesty with the wave of his hand. “But still,” he said, “I’ve got Brooke Jensen right here. I’d have been a fool not to ask.”

Jensen was Brooke’s penname. It used to be her legal last name. When Leon married her mother, he also adopted Brooke. Now the whole family shared his last name, Hollett.

“Schedule’s tight, though. With the Michigan rental starting August fifteenth, I’ve got less than eight weeks to get this done.” 

“I’ve got faith in you, kiddo. You’ll get it done in no time.” He peeked over the table at her notebook. “Which one are you working on now?”

“The au gratin potatoes,” she said.

“Excellent dish. Probably the most popular side we have.”

“I don’t doubt it. This is still my favorite way to eat potatoes,” she said as she jotted down the thoughts that had been swirling around her head, just out of grasp, until Leon sat down beside her. Something about his presence triggered her memory and she wrote as fast as her fingers could go. Make sure to add extra butter after broiling but before serving.

It was a recipe that they had perfected together when she was a little girl. Her mother, Deb, had brought her down to his restaurant for dinner one night when Deb and Leon were still dating. Brooke had ordered the potatoes au gratin, and while she’d enjoyed the creamy goodness of the dish, she’d felt, with her entire seven years of life experience, that they’d been missing something.

Rather than being offended by the pickiness of a small child, Leon had invited them to come back when the restaurant was closed so Brooke could help him figure out what would make the potatoes even better. Which she did. Who knew the addition of smoked gruyere cheese to the cheddar would make such a difference?

Leon smiled as he watched her write. “It’s still my favorite potato recipe,” he said. Then he added, “Even thinking about it right now is making me hungry.”

From where she leaned against the counter with a tall glass of lemonade in hand, Brooke’s mother teased, “Honey, you already had lunch. You shouldn’t be hungry yet.”

“Yes, dear,” Leon said, playfully agreeing with his wife. He tapped his finger on Brooke’s notes and said, “Come down to the restaurant tomorrow and we’ll make a batch.” He leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially as he swiveled his finger between them, “Just for us. We don’t have to share with anyone else.” His whispered words were intentionally loud enough for her mother to hear. Deb chuckled, gave her head a quick shake, then sipped her lemonade.

From the front hallway, Brooke’s half-sister, Stella, entered the kitchen. Her long blond hair was pulled tight into a high ponytail, the neatness of which stood in direct contrast with her ratty sweats and beat up fuzzy slippers. The slippers may have been pink at some point in time, but now they hovered somewhere in the “grayish” color family.

“Got a hot date, do you?” Brooke joked as Stella passed by on the way to the fridge, her slippers shuffling over the polished wood floor. 

“Ha!” Stella said, as she opened the refrigerator and pulled out a ginger ale. She threw a grin over her shoulder toward Brooke. “Look who’s talking. How long have you been single?”

“Girls,” Deb said in her most mom voice, despite the fact that Brooke and Stella were both adults. “You’re both so beautiful, there’s no reason either of you should be single.”

Stella had learned a long time ago to simply ignore their mother’s attempts at matchmaking. One horrible date with the son of a friend from Deb’s book club was enough to convince Stella she could find her own dates. Or stay single. With a sigh, she poured her ginger ale into a tall glass. “I’m all set, Mom. Thanks, though,” she added with her natural brand of snark.

When she first came back to Oak Harbor, Brooke had given in to her mother’s suggestion that moving on from the end of her last relationship would be easier if she had someone with which to move on. Immediately on the heels of the awful evening with the guy who insisted on ordering for her, then refusing to split the bill, she had happily joined Stella’s revolt against Deb’s interference.

“Seriously, Mom,” Brooke said. “We’re perfectly capable of finding our own dates.”

Deb’s expression turned from trying to be friendly to now I’m insulted in a flash. “Then why don’t you?” she asked. “The two of you just hang around here waiting for the right man to drop in from the sky.” Her features screwed up in concentration as a thought took shape behind her eyes. “That’s it,” she said, as if the rest of them were inside her head and knew her thoughts. “That’s what I’ll do then.”

“What’s that, Mom?” Brooke asked, knowing full well she wasn’t going to like the answer, and still slightly irritated at the insinuation that working from home was “hanging around and waiting for a man.” As if.

“I’ll offer to host book club here.” She flicked her eyes from Brooke to Stella. “You can both read the book and then join us for the discussion. Bev and Shirley both have sons about your age…”

“No,” Stella deadpanned. “Not happening.”

“Count me all the way out,” Brooke added. 

Deb’s head reared back, affronted by their refusal to take part in her scheme. “I’m just trying to help you girls,” she said. With a huff, she clunked her lemonade glass onto the counter, lifted her chin, and left the room without another word.

The sound of her footsteps echoed as she rounded the banister and went up the stairs. As soon as they heard the door to her bedroom click shut, Brooke and Stella broke out in fits of laughter.

Ever the peacemaker, Leon shook his head. “You know she only wants to do the right thing by you girls. She only wants to help.”

“Yeah, Dad, we know” Stella said. “We just don’t want or need her help.” With that, her sister sauntered from the kitchen into the living room where she plopped onto the couch and threw her feet up on the coffee table. Holding her ginger ale in one hand, she mindlessly scrolled her phone with the other. 

“Don’t look at me,” Brooke said to her stepfather. “I don’t want her help, either.”

The way he always did, Leon rapped his knuckles twice on the table before he stood up. “All right,” he said and pushed in his chair. “I gotta get back to work.” He looked down at Brooke’s notes. “Any time you need to come in and get a refresher on how amazing the food is, let me know and I’ll have Rob make a little bit of everything.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Brooke said.

Once Leon left, Brooke scribbled a few more notes about the experience of being a seven-year-old experimenting with tried and true recipes in an industrial kitchen. As young as she was, she knew that wasn’t a regular experience. She’d been aware, even then, that it was special. The gruyere worked so well, they changed the recipe. The mozzarella… well, let’s just say that was a failed experiment, she wrote beneath her earlier notes in her neatest script.

Lost in her thoughts and notetaking, Brooke missed the sound of her mother’s footsteps reentering the kitchen.

“It’s all set,” Deb announced, eyes gleaming. She’d changed from her yoga pants and T-shirt into a pretty peach-colored summer dress covered in soft pastel flowers.

“What is?” Stella called from the couch.

“Book club,” Deb said. “It’s Wednesday night at six p.m.” She paused dramatically, waiting for one of them to respond. “And,” she continued when Brooke and Stella remained uncharacteristically quiet, “I’ve invited Stacey and her husband for dinner tomorrow night.”

“Mom…” Stella said, her tone half warning and half exasperation.

“Their son is probably a little old for you, honey,” Deb replied. “But he’d be perfect for Brooke.”

If Brooke’s eyes opened any wider, they’d have fallen right out of her head. “No,” she said. “Please… for the love of…” She sighed. “Stop trying to fix me up.” She flipped her notebook closed. “How many friends do you have? And why do they all have sons my age? How come none of them are married?”

Deb’s shoulders stiffened. “Blake was married. But now he’s not.” She sniffed. “And I could ask the same about you. Why aren’t you married yet? You’re almost thirty-five.”

“I’m thirty-three, Mom,” Brooke corrected with a weary sigh, not wanting to have the same discussion they’d had at least five times since she’d been home. “And I’m not married because I don’t want to be, not because nobody has asked me.”

No matter how many times she explained that Carter had wanted to get married and it was Brooke who turned him down twice, her mother saw her perpetual single status as a near-fatal flaw. Carter was a nice guy, a good man, but both times he’d asked, Brooke had felt the walls closing in around her like a cage. She didn’t want a house in the suburbs or a joint checking account. She wanted movement. She needed freedom.

“Be that as it may,” Deb said, “they’ll be here tomorrow around five.”

Unwilling to continue the conversation until it turned into an argument, Brooke stacked her notes on top of her notebook, closed her laptop, and carried everything in one big pile out of the kitchen. She dumped it all onto her bureau, then grabbed her backpack and headed back downstairs.

“I’m going to the bakery for a quick coffee. Anyone want anything?” 

“No thank you,” Deb said.

“Which one?” Stella asked.

“Patricia’s,” Brooke said. “By the beach.”

“Ooh! Chocolate chip muffin, please,” Stella yelled just as the door swung shut.


      [image: ]On one side of the table, Brooke’s favorite blue, spiralbound notebook sat open. With the edges of the cover feathering and the number of empty pages dwindling, Brooke opened the notebook to scan the list of potential murder mystery plots. Some were recent additions, and some had been there so long, they’d started to fade. Even more had been scribbled in haste and she’d had to go back and rewrite them before they were lost to her illegible handwriting. 

As she read through her ideas, not a single one of them sparked anything for her next series. All the setups felt boring, contrived. The motivations weak, the suspects easy to spot. Frustrated, she sighed and tore off a bite of her almond croissant. Pastry like that could make anything better. Except, apparently, writer’s block. Maybe the croissant could be the primary suspect in the next story… She chuckled at the thought. Or, maybe somebody really needed the recipe for these and were willing to do anything to get it…

Before she forgot it, she scribbled the idea in the notebook. 

She sighed again, hating her idea. After putting a big X through her notes, she ate more of the croissant.

The conversation with her mother still burned the edges of her patience. Eight weeks at home was going to be a long time if Brooke had to spend them all fighting with her mom about being fixed up with the “son of the week” every week.

Needing some encouragement, she opened the real estate listing for her next place in Michigan. Simply seeing the small house brought her stress level down. The green trees surrounding the small gray house painted a quaint picture of the life that awaited her soon. She closed her eyes, tried to imagine herself sitting at a beautiful wood writing desk in front of a large window overlooking the backyard of her soon-to-be home. Rather than typing away on her story, the Brooke in her imagination did the exact same thing real-life-Brooke had been doing so much of; sitting with her head in her hands, desperate for inspiration to strike.

Even imaginary me can’t figure out what to write, she mused, opening her eyes and blowing out a hard sigh.

If Brooke had been paying attention to anything more than a foot in front of her, she would have noticed the woman and the little girl who walked into the bakery. “What are you thinking?” the woman asked the little girl she’d come in with. “Still want a cookie or does something else look better now that you’re here?”

“Hmmm,” the little one said. “I don’t know which one to get.” 

She was cute with her messy ponytail and big blue eyes. Immediately Brooke started writing notes for a character sketch: Bright yellow pants. Dark blue shirt covered in white flowers. Mismatched orange and pink socks. Clearly chooses her own clothes. Grown up front teeth. Cute. The kid brought a much needed smile to Brooke’s face. And maybe even a hint of inspiration.

But then, the woman beside her caught Brooke’s attention. She hadn’t seen Hannah Murphy since they graduated from high school. But that sure did sound like Hannah. Brooke set her pen down on the table and waited for maybe-Hannah to turn around.

“She’d like both of those. And I’ll have the oatmeal raisin cookie, please. And two bottles of water,” she said to the lady behind the counter.

The little girl threw her arms around the woman’s legs, causing her to turn ever so slightly so Brooke could see her in profile. Joy like she hadn’t known in ages bubbled to the surface.

“Hannah?” Brooke said, hoping with all her might that she hadn’t guessed incorrectly.

The little girl’s eyes flew to Brooke’s, a question hovering. Then Hannah turned, and Brooke knew beyond a doubt who she was looking at.

“Brooke?” Hannah said, her mouth opening wide in shock, quickly followed by a typical Hannah smile that could light up a room. “Oh my God, Brooke!” she cried as Brooke jumped up from her seat, and they grasped each other in a long overdue hug.

“Holy shit,” Hannah said when she finally let her go. “Brooke, I can’t believe you’re here. What are you doing here? Are you back in town for good now or just visiting?”

When the woman behind the counter gently called their attention to their completed order, the little girl tugged on Hannah’s arm. While the child didn’t look like Hannah, she definitely had the look of a Murphy and Brooke wondered if she was Hannah’s daughter. 

“Oh, thank you,” Hannah said to the woman as she grabbed their treats and came over to sit with Brooke. She was sitting at a small table, so Hannah dragged over a second table so they could sit together.

Brooke looked at the little girl, smiled, and said, “Hi. My name is Brooke. What’s your name?”

“Ry, I’m sorry,” Hannah said. “I was so excited to see Brooke, I forgot to introduce you.” She ran a hand over the girl’s ponytail. “Ry, this is Brooke Hollett. She was my very best friend in the whole world when we were young.” Hannah turned her attention to Brooke. “Brooke, this is my niece, Rylee.” 

Niece? So not Hannah’s daughter, but the daughter of one of Hannah’s brothers. But which one, she wondered.

“It’s nice to meet you Rylee,” Brooke said, holding out her hand to shake. 

At first, Brooke didn’t think Rylee would shake her hand, but then Rylee smiled and put her little hand into Brooke’s. Looking at that smile, Brooke searched her memory of Hannah’s brothers and thought she might possibly be Jesse’s daughter. 

“Are you just getting here?” Hannah said, opening her water bottle. “Are you going to be here for a while?”

The thought of going home slightly soured her mood. “You remember my mom, right?” Brooke said.

Hannah had known Deb and Leon as long as she’d known Brooke, so she understood without needing an explanation. With a laugh, Hannah said, “So, you’ll be here for a while then.”

“As long as possible.”

“What are you doing home?” Hannah asked. “I didn’t think you’d ever make it back here.”

“I’m technically here for work,” Brooke said, slightly exaggerating the truth. “Leon hired me to write a cookbook for his restaurants. I get to eat my way through the entire menu in the name of research,” she quipped before taking a sip of her coffee. “I’ll tell you, it’s tough to be me.” 

Before Hannah could respond, her phone buzzed. “Sorry, ladies,” she said, frowning. “I have to take this.” 

Rylee and Brooke exchanged smiles while Hannah held her phone to her ear. “Shit,” she muttered. “Sorry, Mom, we detoured for a minute and got sidetracked.”

Hannah sighed and moved the phone away from her face. “Can you guys excuse me for just one second?” Hannah looked down at Rylee. “Are you OK if I just run outside and finish this call with Grandma?”

Brooke laid her arm around Rylee’s shoulders, hoping to give Hannah the freedom to take the call that was obviously causing her stress. “She’s fine staying here with me, right Rylee?”

To her relief, Rylee nodded and scooted her chair closer to Brooke. Together they watched Hannah retreat through the door to finish her call outside.

“So, Rylee, you’re Hannah’s niece?”

“Mm hm.” 

Brooke sipped from her coffee, all the while trying to imagine Jesse Murphy settling down and have kids. A shiver of dread ran through her. Not that Jesse wasn’t a nice guy. It was more the uncomfortable feeling that he’d been tamed from the girl-crazy teenager she’d known him to be. Though, just because it happened to Jesse didn’t mean it would happen to Brooke.

As Rylee nibbled at her cookie, there was something about the her face that kept tugging at the edge of Brooke’s memory. “Hey, Rylee, can you turn to face me for a second?” she said.

Rylee did as she asked, clearly not entirely sure what Brooke was looking for.

Brooke leaned in, studying her features. And then the world seemed to tilt, just a fraction, as the picture in front of her rearranged itself. She sat back sharply, breath catching. Her hand flew to her mouth.

“You’re not Jesse’s,” she whispered. “You’re Seth’s.”

Rylee’s eyes went wide, mirroring Brooke’s. “You know my dad?”

“Holy crap. Seth has kids,” Brooke said, mostly to herself. Then, as the next thought hit, “Holy crap. Seth got married.” She couldn’t stop herself from hugging the girl.

From inside the embrace, Rylee squeaked, “Nope. He didn’t get married. And it’s just me.”

Brooke leaned back holding onto Rylee’s face with both hands. She smiled a huge smile and said, “Just you, huh?” 

“Yup.”

“If I know Seth, I’ll bet he’s pretty happy with just you.” Brooke tilted her head and looked hard at Rylee again, released her hold on her. “You look just like him, you know.” She took a sip of her coffee. 

“People tell me that all the time,” Rylee replied, sounding a little tired of hearing it. “But I don’t really think so.” She thought for a minute then added, “Maybe it’s just because he’s so old now.”

Brooke almost spit out her coffee as she laughed. “Umm, just for the record, your dad’s not old. He’s only a few years older than me, and I’m not even close to old.” She laughed again. “But you do look like him. At least the way I remember him.” 

Rylee bit off a huge piece of cookie, stuffed it into her mouth, and said through it, “How come you know my dad? Is it because you’re friends with Aunt Hannah?”

“I’m afraid it’s as boring as that. Hannah and I were best friends from elementary school straight through high school, and siblings are just part of the friend package, I guess.” Brooke looked around conspiratorially. “Want to know a secret?”

“Yes!” Grinning, Rylee leaned in closer.

“I used to have a crush on your dad when I was in high school,” Brooke said. “Lots of girls did. He was seriously cute.” 

Apparently, that was not the secret Rylee thought she’d be hearing. She backed away, her face scrunched up. “Eww. That’s gross.”

Brooke leaned back in her chair and laughed again. 

Hannah had finished her call and came back inside, standing beside her niece. “I guess I missed out on the good stuff while I was talking to Grandma.” She rested her hand on Rylee’s shoulder. “I hate to say it, Ry, but we’ve got to get going. Dad’s already at Grandma’s house waiting for you.”

A small frown played at Rylee’s mouth as she stood from her chair. Then, with a gasp, she said, “Hey, Brooke, can you come to our party tomorrow? We’re having a birthday party for Grandpa at Grandma’s house, and I think you should come to it.”

It wasn’t at all what Brooke had expected to hear, and it melted her heart to be asked to a family party for people she hadn’t seen in more than fifteen years.

“That’s a great idea,” Hannah said. “My parents would love to see you again.” 

A few thoughts quickly surfaced: If the party was tomorrow, she’d have an excuse to dodge her mother’s friends at dinner. Because it was a family party, Brooke could reconnect with the people who treated her like family when she first moved to Oak Harbor. And, best of all, if she could pretend to be interested in one of Hannah’s brothers, maybe Deb would finally get off her case about finding a boyfriend.

“I’d love to see them, too,” Brooke said. “They were always so good to me when we were kids. You don’t think they’d mind me crashing their party?”

“No,” said Rylee and Hannah. Rylee shook her head. 

“I mean, if you think it would be OK,” Brooke said, thinking again about getting her mother off her back. “Yeah. All right. Why not? I would love to see your family again.”

“Sweet,” Hannah said. After another hug and the exchange of phone numbers, she added, “See you tomorrow. And we can catch up on everything we didn’t have time for today.”

As Hannah and Rylee hustled toward the door, Brooke realized one important detail she’d overlooked—being sure the time of the party would directly interfere with the timing of Deb’s dinner. “What time tomorrow?” she called after them.

“Any time after three,” Hanna said as she pushed open the door.

“Bye, Brooke!” Rylee yelled with a wave that shook her entire body.

Brooke smiled. Using one party to dodge another. That was the kind of story plotting she could get behind. Specifically, the kind that kept her gloriously free and her options wide open. 

If only she could keep dodging her mother’s setups so easily for the next eight weeks.








  
  

Seth
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Rylee bounded down the stairs, dressed in bright pink shorts, a purple T-shirt with a big white daisy on the front, one yellow sock, and one pink. In one hand she held a hair elastic and in the other, her hairbrush. Someday she’d learn to dress in clothes that match. Today was not that day. 

Seth had barely swallowed his second mouthful of coffee of the morning, when she rushed over and jumped onto the couch beside him. 

“What time are we going to Grandma’s house?” she asked, hopping up onto her knees and shoving her brush into his free hand. “’Cause she told me I can come over whenever I want to.”

“Good morning to you, too,” Seth teased. He took another sip of coffee then placed the mug onto the coffee table before he patted his leg.

“Morning, Dad!” Rylee scooched over and sat on his lap so he could brush her hair. At eight years old, she was more than capable of doing it herself but the older she got, the more Seth cherished any vestiges of her babyhood that still hung on.

“Ow,” she said as he brushed out a snarl. “When are we going?”

“Baby girl, I haven’t even finished drinking my coffee yet.” The baby soft strands of her hair laced through his fingers. 

“So,” she said, huffing out a sharp breath.

“I don’t know if Grandma and Grandpa are awake yet.” Collecting her hair in one hand, he brushed as much as he could into the ponytail. “And I’m willing to bet money that Aunt Hannah sure as heck isn’t awake yet.” He secured the ponytail with the small black elastic band.

“They’ll wake up when I go over,” Rylee said as she hopped down from his lap. “Can we go now?”

With her hands on her hips, she stood with one hip popped to the side, looking for all the world like a rebellious teenager in a little girl’s body. Barely holding back a smile, Seth said, “No.” He checked the clock on the mantle over the fireplace. It wasn’t even eight a.m. “I need to finish my coffee and have breakfast. You need to eat breakfast and then brush your teeth.” 

Her blue eyes sparkled with a certain mischief that had started yesterday afternoon. “Fine,” she said. “But then can we go?”

Something had her all lit up and ready for her grandfather’s party. Though, what that something was he had no idea. He’d tried figuring it out when he was tucking her into bed last night, but her lips were sealed. “I just had fun with Aunt Hannah so now I’m in a happy mood,” was all she’d said. She giggled as he’d clicked off the light.

If her happy mood meant she hadn’t been permanently scarred by the Simone incident, he’d gladly call that a win.

He took a swig of coffee, now that it had cooled enough to not scald his mouth. “How about you tell me what’s going on in that head of yours,” he said. “Why are you in such a rush to get over there?”

Her response was a smile that was part mischief and part dental chaos; adult front teeth flanked by a gap where an incisor used to be, and one wobbly neighbor who would end up under the pillow for the tooth fairy before long.

“I’m hungry,” she said, avoiding his question. “Can I have some cereal?”
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Earlier that morning, Seth’s father, Pat, had pulled the large, white marine coolers down from the storage room above the garage. He carried the clean coolers to various spots around the deck and the yard while the kids sprayed them out with the garden hose. 

When all five coolers were washed and situated, he sent Rylee and her cousins back into the house to get Seth’s brothers to carry out the giant bags of ice while he went to put on dry clothes. The brothers dropped in bags of ice, and the girls ripped them open, pulled out the plastic bags, and closed the lids to keep the ice from melting. 

Seth and his teenage nephew, Brant, had been given the task of setting up the racks of folding chairs his mother had delivered a few days back. The entire family worked like a well-oiled machine, with Seth’s mother, Gaelen, coordinating it all from a master to-do list on her refrigerator. 

In just over an hour, his parents’ house had been transformed from a typical suburban home into party central.

After unfolding the last couple chairs, Seth paused, watching Rylee shriek with her cousins as they played with Gaelen’s giant huskies, throwing ice cubes onto the deck and laughing as the dogs chased them down. Her laugh was loud, and her body language was nothing but relaxed. It struck him that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her so at peace.

He knew better than to name the difference out loud, but it was there. Clear as day.

No doubt, she was happier now. That only reinforced his decision to keep things simple. No distractions. Just her.

“They’re hysterical, aren’t they?” Owen said as he approached Seth and held out a cup of coffee. 

Seth side-eyed the cup, questioning his brother’s unexpected gift.

“Mom said you were here early because your girl was running in circles at home, and she asked me to bring you this,” Owen said. “I was gonna tell her to bring it herself. But then the old man walked in, and I decided I didn’t want my ass kicked at eleven o’clock on a Saturday morning.”

With a laugh, Seth accepted the cup. “Smart man,” he said. “And thanks for this.”

“It’s good,” Owen said. “No worries.” They stood together in silence for a little while, simply watching their girls throw toys for the dogs to fetch, laughing hysterically at every turn. Chloe, the oldest, was also the quietest and most easy going. While Ava, Owen’s youngest, was as much of a spitfire as Rylee was. The three were all as close as sisters.

Owen’s wife, Gretchen, came out through the sliding door to call the girls inside. “Grandma’s getting lunch ready,” she said, “and she needs help opening up all the bags of chips.” The girls all stood up, ready to help. “I think she said she needed some help taste testing some of the cookies too.” Like the flashes of energy they were, all three girls beelined into the house.

“I’ll help, Grandma,” Rylee yelled on her way inside.

“I’ll help too,” Ava yelled.

“Coming, Mom,” Chloe said. “I can help Grandma, too.” 

Wanting to stay by their playmates, the fluffy dogs followed the girls into the house.

Once they’d all gone inside, Seth and Owen stood alone in the backyard among the streamers and tables and balloons. “You still planning on flying solo for a while?” Owen asked.

“Damn right I am,” Seth said. “Were you watching her? Did you see how happy she looked?”

“I did.” Owen sipped his coffee. “Haven’t heard her laughing like that in a long time…too long, brother.”
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The backyard overflowed with partygoers, as did the house itself. A good number of them were older, like his parents, but there were enough younger people and families with children that Rylee and her cousins had spent the afternoon playing in groups that changed every time Seth looked. 

The almost-teenagers in the crowd initially wanted nothing to do with the little kids, until they realized how much fun the little kids were having and how incredibly boring the adults actually were. They played games of tag and hide-and-seek, screeches and howls of laughter punctuating their play.

Gaelen flitted from group to group, ensuring that everybody had enough burgers and salad. “Make sure you stay hydrated,” she repeated as she handed out bottles of spring water. Bursts of laughter occasionally broke through the general din of conversation. 

Music flowed from the outdoor speakers all around the yard. His youngest brother, Jesse, created the playlist, and he included music that everyone would like. Glenn Miller and his orchestra gave way to Taylor Swift who led the way for The Beatles. When “Cotton Eye Joe” came on the kids immediately stopped whatever they had been doing, screamed, then danced like they had been waiting all their lives for that one song to play.

Somewhere along the way, Hannah, Seth’s only sister, had disappeared from the party. As someone else dealing with relationship upheaval, he understood her need to be alone, and he probably would have gone home too, had he not already been drinking and therefore not driving.

A hand touched Seth’s arm, pulling him from his thoughts. “You remember Mrs. Jacobsen, right, dear?” His mother and another woman had approached him. “She and her family used to live two streets over from the Weatherleys? I think one of you went to school with her son.” 

“Mrs. Jacobsen, of course,” Seth said, shaking the woman’s hand. “I think Owen and Jesse both went to school with your kids.” 

Gaelen left Seth to speak with Mrs. Jacobsen while she went back to host her party. “Make sure you try the guacamole,” she said as she hurried toward the food tables.

His back was to the patio door as he chatted with Mrs. Jacobsen. “It’s nice to see you again,” he said. “How are Mr. Jacobsen and your children doing?” 

“Poor Mr. Jacobsen passed away five years ago,” Mrs. Jacobsen said. “He never even got to see our first granddaughter.”

Seth’s heart sank. “I am so sorry to hear that. He was such a nice man,” he said. “One of my favorite memories of him is from Halloween, when he dressed up as a scarecrow and sat on a lawn chair on your porch.” He started to laugh as he recalled the story. “We kids had no idea that was him.” Mrs. Jacobsen’s smile grew. “When we went up to your door and Mr. Jacobsen jumped, we all practically tripped over each other trying to run away. Do you remember that?”

“Oh, I do,” Mrs. Jacobsen said, one hand over her heart. “And thank you for telling that story. It’s nice to know people remember him.”

Seth smiled, about to reply.

Then he heard it.

A voice, unmistakable even after all these years.

“I haven’t seen her yet. Do you know if she’s here anywhere?”

The words floated over the crowd, casual and confident, but they reached his ears as if someone had turned down the ambient noise and turned up her volume alone.

He’d opened his mouth to offer condolences to Mrs. Jacobsen, but the words scattered like leaves in the wind. His attention tugged sideways, unexpectedly drawn to her voice. 

He tried to refocus, tried to remember what he was supposed to say, but his mind was already seeking the source of the sound. The alcohol didn’t help. Not that he’d had much, but more than enough to blur the edges of his concentration. Brooke’s voice landed like a pebble in a still pond, rippling back through the years in a blink.

“I’ve been well, thank you.” Brooke’s voice.

“…so lucky to have such wonderful children…” Mrs. Jacobsen’s.

“…traveling and sightseeing while I work, mostly…” Brooke again.

This time it was Seth’s turn to respond. “Very lucky, Mrs. Jacobsen. Your kids were always nice. I’m happy they’re so good to you now.” He was sincere in his comments. Her children were nice people. 

Mrs. Jacobsen stared at him, her brows knitted together in confusion, and his mistake glared at him as the weight of shame settled in his chest. He said, “You weren’t talking about your children…”

Mrs. Jacobsen shook her head gently. “I was talking about your parents. And how lucky they are to have such wonderful children as you and your brothers and your sister.” 

“I’m so sorry.” He smiled wanly. “I think you can safely remove my name from that list. My mother would be horrified if she knew that just happened.”  

Mrs. Jacobsen touched his arm gently. “Your mother would be no such thing.” She smiled knowingly. “I heard her come into the yard, too.”

Seth raised one questioning eyebrow.

“Oh please,” the woman said, feigning hurt feelings. “I’m not that old, you know.” She looked past him in the direction of Brooke’s voice. “Who is she?”

“An old friend,” he responded.

“Just a friend?”

“Just a friend. But one I haven’t seen in a very long time.”

“Go say hello, then, and see if you’re still friends.” She turned him around and gave him a gentle push in the right direction.

He walked three paces then turned ninety degrees, in the direction of the beer cooler. “Maybe just one more of these first?” he called back to Mrs. Jacobsen, who just laughed at him.

“Daddy!” Rylee ran over, threw her arms around his waist, stepped one foot onto each of his, and looked straight up at him. “Daddy, did you see who’s here?”

It took a second for Seth to be sure she was talking about Brooke, but nobody else had shown up recently. “I sure did, Ry. But how do you even know who she is?” Seth walked with Rylee on his feet toward the table nearest the house.

“When Aunt Hannah and I went out for coffee yesterday, she was there. Well, they had coffee. I had a cookie. But anyway, we invited her to the party as a surprise for Grandma and Grandpa. Do you think it worked?” 

Her eyes sparkled in the way they did when she could barely hold in her excitement. And then the dots connected in his head, from Rylee’s secret of the past twenty-four hours directly to Brooke Hollett’s appearance in the backyard.

He scooped Rylee up and held her in one arm. With the other he drained what was left of his beer and tossed the bottle into the plastic recycling bin. “Well, Grandma’s still wiping tears out of her eyes, so, yeah, I’d say it worked.”

“How ’bout you? Were you surprised to see Brooke? She said you guys used to be friends when you were young… and cute.” Her face screwed up like she’d just sucked on a lemon, and she added, “I told her that was disgusting.” 

Seth tickled her and Rylee broke into giggles. “Disgusting? What do you mean I was disgusting? I’ll have you know lots of girls thought I was cute when I was younger…” 

“Yeah,” she said, rolling her eyes with every ounce of eight-year-old drama, “but Grandma doesn’t count!” 

With his free hand, Seth pretended to twist a knife in his heart. “Oh! You got me with that one.” He kissed her forehead, then grabbed a beer out of the big marine cooler, twisted the top off and tossed it into the bin with the empty bottles.

“Did you say hi to her yet?” Rylee finally asked when she had stopped laughing at Seth’s antics. 

“Not yet, baby, but I will. Don’t worry.” Still holding her, he walked over to one of the food tables. “Did you have enough to eat? This is what’s for dinner, so make sure you eat enough, OK?” He scooped up a tortilla chip, dipped it into some guacamole, and shoved the whole thing into his mouth, followed by a quick swig of beer to wash it down.

“I know. Grandma told me. I ate a lot today so I’m not hungry anymore anyway.”

“Hey, Rylee. Why don’t you introduce me to your handsome friend?” 

He’d known she was there, and still, the sound of her voice caught him clean in the chest.

Rylee twisted to look over Seth’s shoulder. “Brooke!” She wiggled down from his arms and wrapped herself around Brooke’s middle, hugging her like they were age-old friends who hadn’t seen each other since forever ago. Then she stepped back, furrowed her brow and said, “That’s my dad. I thought you knew him.”

With a big laugh Brooke responded. “I do, sweet girl. I was just kidding with you.” Her gaze switched from Rylee to Seth. “It’s just been a long time since we’ve seen each other.”
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