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      Welcome to Amethyst Bay. I am full of emotions as I write this because this book, this series, has been a long time coming. I felt the pull toward older characters for the last few years, and I knew this was the right time to write these books. To celebrate characters who haven’t found the romance we all want yet. Or who have, but something happened to send them searching once more.

      These characters are inspired by the things we all go through. Loss, aging, and most importantly, love. I want these books to be ones you want to crawl inside and never leave. That’s how I feel about them, about the characters who are living in my head. I hope you love them as much as I do. I hope you find what you are looking for in this book. I hope you fall in love, in these pages and out there in the world.

      Thanks for reading. I mean that. Thank you.
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      Never miss a thing when you sign up for Mary’s newsletter. Romancing the Curves comes with subscriber exclusive freebies, sneak peeks, and a first look at everything Mary has to offer. Be the first to know about new releases and sales and all the curves ahead!
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        Crazy Love

      

      

      Happy freaking birthday to me. I thought by thirty-seven I’d feel like my life was in order. Nope. Instead, I got to witness my ex enjoying his happily ever after with a wife, a new house, and a baby on the way.

      All things I never wanted, but still.

      When my bestie called to tell me her jerk of a boyfriend walked out, again, I jumped at the chance to visit and take her mind off her heartbreak. Escaping to her peaceful waterfront small town for the summer was the best offer I had. The only offer I had.

      After a night of cake, drinks, and plotting, I need my sunrise fix. It’s peaceful and calm and perfect… Until a cranky silver fox orders me to get off his property.

      “You don’t belong here.”

      Wow. Talk about kicking a woman when she’s down.

      It doesn’t take me too long to realize Josh isn’t so bad. He’s friendly and funny and handy around the house. He’s a good dad and an even better kisser.

      He makes me wish I wasn’t leaving at the end of summer.
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      I couldn’t do all this without you. Thank you for always being by my side, for always encouraging me, and for our Crazy Love.
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      I stared toward the quickly descending darkness and sighed at the view. After driving through the Adirondack Mountains in Upstate New York from the Saint Lawrence River to the eastern edge of the state, I didn’t expect to be wowed by the views when I arrived in my bestie’s small town, but it was stunning.

      The glittering water of Lake Champlain stretched out ahead of me, drawing me closer and closer to my destination. The sun was setting behind me, casting long shadows in my rearview mirror but leaving the lake sparkling in the last minutes of daylight.

      Ashlyn had lived in her house for a few years, but mostly when my bestie and I got together, we left the state, choosing a vacation for both of us. I should have visited her more often.

      In my nonexistent free time.

      I sighed as I pulled into Ashlyn’s driveway, the robotic voice of my navigator telling me I’d arrived at my destination. Her house was adorable. A small, cabin-like house with a yard that sloped sharply toward the bay that gave the town its name. A flat area behind Ashlyn’s house had a fire pit and a ring of chairs. At the bottom of the hill, a dock reached out into the water with a small boat tied to it.

      There were houses visible on both sides of Ashlyn’s. Most of the houses had a dock with a boat bobbing in the water. Fading rays of sunlight danced over the occasional ripple in the water. The longest day of the year was in four days, and the sunlight was holding on, a real benefit for me as I drove.

      I got out of my car, thankful I’d raised the top on my convertible before I left since the trees through the mountains weren’t shy about dropping leaves and petals onto my ride. I grabbed my bag from the passenger seat and slammed the door, locking my car with a soft beep.

      Before I made it to the front door, it opened, and Ashlyn rushed out.

      “You’re here!” She threw her arms around me, then burst into tears.

      “Usually only my ex-boyfriends cry when they see me.” I went for light-hearted, but when she was crying over her ex-boyfriend, it was a poor joke. I winced as my words hit. “Sorry.”

      Ashlyn pulled back and wiped her eyes. “I can’t believe you dropped everything and came to see me.”

      “You’re my favorite person, Ash. Of course I’d drop everything and come see you. It’s what you did when things ended with Landon.”

      Ashlyn smiled. “Yeah, well, you couldn’t take off work, so I had to come to you. And I had to know why you were staying in your little town instead of moving to mine.”

      I chuckled. “You know why.” Misguided hope and a reluctance to admit my mistakes were the primary reasons. Not that I told anyone that besides my best friend.

      “I know.” Ashlyn shook her head. “Enough talking about the exes. Let’s go inside. Do you need to get anything else?”

      I shook my head and patted my bag.

      “Seriously? I don’t know how you function with just one bag for the entire summer.”

      “My wardrobe isn’t nearly as complicated as yours. I can make a month’s worth of outfits from what I have in this bag. As long as I can wash my clothes.”

      Ashlyn snickered. “Yes, please wash your clothes.” She held the door for me to follow her inside. “Welcome to my little piece of heaven.”

      I looked around Ashlyn’s home and gasped, forgetting about the house when I saw the view from inside. Windows looked onto the patio I spied from the driveway and showcased Amethyst Bay down the slope. The water in the bay sparkled as if it were stuffed with amethysts, looking majestic and stunning. Houses lined the land around the bay, most small with one large home on the tip of the peninsula. “Wow.”

      “Right? When it popped up, I had to have it. I didn’t even let it sit on the market for an hour before I was making an offer.” Ashlyn rubbed her hands together with glee.

      “Perks of the job,” I teased her. Ashlyn managed vacation rentals for owners who didn’t want to deal with it themselves, but she had her real estate license. Seeing properties as they were listed was a huge bonus to her job, especially when it meant she scored such a spectacular home.

      “Right? It’s so awesome.”

      I snorted. “My only perks are free hugs and colds every winter.”

      Ashlyn wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, but you love teaching.”

      I sighed, my smile automatic when I thought about my students. “Yeah, I do. I can’t complain.”

      “Let me show you around.” Ashlyn turned me away from the view to see the rest of the house. “Obviously, this is the living room and kitchen.”

      Her living room furniture was sleek but cozy. She valued comfort but was not afraid to spend money on nice things that were comfortable. I had no doubt the couch would be soft and perfect. The kitchen cabinets were a light wood color with black metal hardware that perfectly accented the almost-white wood. An island on wheels added storage to the small space and held a cake that made my stomach rumble.

      “It’s red velvet with cream cheese icing. I also made brownies.”

      “You are my bestest friend ever.” I hugged her tightly, making her laugh.

      “I know.” She turned us toward her office. “This is technically a dining room, but I use it as my office since I sit on the couch when I eat.” She pointed to the hallway on the other side of the room. “That hallway leads to the bedrooms and bathroom. Sorry, only one bathroom.”

      I chuckled, remembering the fights we had last time we shared a bathroom. “We will make it work.”

      Ashlyn laughed with me. “Do you want food?”

      “Cake is food,” I answered.

      “Yes, it is. And I have a fire pit just off the patio. It’s ready to be lit.”

      “Let me use the bathroom and toss my bag in the room, then we’ll burn Rob’s shit and eat my birthday cake.”

      “Works for me.”
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        * * *

      

      When I came back out into the living room, the house was empty. I saw the soft flicker of a fire outside and noticed that the cake was missing. I followed the glow, surprised how dark it had gotten in the few minutes since I’d arrived.

      “I have a blanket for you,” Ashlyn called when I stepped outside. “It gets cold in a hurry.”

      “And dark.”

      “True. I guess I’m used to it. All the trees end up blocking the light earlier than the sun sets. I’ve heard sunrises are nice, but I wouldn’t know.”

      I snorted. Ashlyn was not a morning person. Unlike me. I loved the quiet of the morning, the start of a new day. It was like New Year’s Day every morning, when the quiet of the world let me think instead of being so damn loud I had no idea what I wanted.

      I took a seat next to Ashlyn on the Adirondack double chair with a small table built into the armrests. It was cool on my legs when I sat. I stood and wrapped the blanket around my back so the fire could warm the front of me. The fire popped and snapped as I dug into the cake on the table between us.

      “Damn, this is good,” I moaned with my first bite. “Better than any store-bought cake would have been. Thanks for making it for me.”

      “You’re welcome.” She sounded a little in her feelings again.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      She shook her head, then shrugged. “It won’t change anything.”

      “No, but sometimes it’s good to say it out loud.”

      “That I wasted too much time with someone who never treated me right?”

      “You love him. I think you’re too good for him, but you have to decide for yourself what’s right.”

      “You said he’s an asshole.”

      “Anyone who is going to tell the person they’ve been dating for a year that they don’t think they ever loved them is an asshole. You don’t do that to someone, not ever.” I would die on that hill.

      Ashlyn sniffed, her shoulders jumping with the move. “I really thought all the times he left… I thought it would work out.”

      “I know, hon. I wish it had.”

      Ashlyn rested her head against mine. We stared at the fire and stuffed our faces with red velvet birthday cake. All of a sudden, Ashlyn jerked upright. “I forgot the wine!”

      I chuckled. “You’re a mess.”

      “Yes, which is why we need wine. That and it’s your birthday. I’ll be right back.”

      She raced inside, leaving her blanket on the chair.

      I leaned back in my chair and listened to the sounds of the bay. Water lapped gently against the dock and the shoreline, the boats knocking against the docks. Crickets and other critters chirped their songs to each other. A dog barked somewhere in the distance. The fire popped more.

      “You’re already asleep?” Ashlyn snapped, laughing as she reclaimed her seat next to me.

      I sat up in a hurry and cleared my throat. “I wasn’t sleeping. I’m good.”

      Ashlyn twisted the top off the bottle of wine with a snap as the seal broke. She took a swig and handed the bottle to me. “You were snoring.”

      “I was not,” I said, knowing it was a lie, and brought the bottle to my lips. The wine was sweet and crisp and chilled. The bubbles tickled my nose, and it went down smooth. Too smooth. I could drink the entire bottle.

      “Tell me about Landon and the pregnant wife,” Ashlyn said, taking the bottle back.

      I sighed and took another bite of cake before I answered her. “They’re perfect together. He looks at her in a way he never looked at me. She wanted another kid, I guess. It’s everything he’s ever wanted.”

      “But it’s not what you wanted,” Ashlyn said gently.

      “I know. And I don’t wish things were different. I loved Landon, but we held on too long. I kept hoping I’d change my mind and want kids. I should have ended things a long time before he did.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to talk more about my ex. We’d been over for years. There was nothing left. I wanted him to be happy, and he was. I was jealous of it, not because I wanted him back, but because I wanted someone who was as perfect for me as Casey was for him. He was the one who was brave enough to end our relationship, and he was rewarded with a new one that was just right for him.

      I had little hope I’d find the same, and rehashing it over and over wouldn’t change anything.

      “Tell me what happened with Rob. Why did it all go to shit today?”

      Ashlyn sighed and took a long slug of the wine. She wiped her hand across her mouth and handed the bottle to me. “I don’t even know. I think that’s what bothers me so much. He came over for lunch, and we were talking about this weekend. He got irritated and said I’m asking too much of him. That he doesn’t owe me all his free time, and he needs time for himself, too.”

      “I thought you two only saw each other once or twice a week.”

      “We do! That’s what threw me off. I’m not one of those demanding girlfriends who has to know where he is at all times and who wants to spend all our time together. I have a job, and I have friends, and I didn’t ask that of him.”

      “Is he cheating?” I asked, hating that I was saying the words but knowing they had to be said.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. That was my first thought, too. He didn’t like that.”

      “You asked him that?”

      “Yeah. I’m not going to dance around this. If he’s screwing around on me, I deserve to know.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That was when he said he didn’t think he ever loved me and didn’t want to see me anymore.”

      “Fuck,” I breathed, knowing that was the answer. He was screwing someone else and blamed Ashlyn for the relationship ending.

      “Yeah. I’ve been trying to figure out who it could be, but I have no idea.”

      “We need to burn something,” I said, getting to my feet and letting the blanket fall to the chair. “What do you have that was his?”

      She shrugged. “Not much, actually. I thought I had a few things, but I think he’s been taking things home over the last few months.”

      “You know what? That’s good. You deserve so much better than him, and you don’t have to go through the hard part of extracting him from your life.”

      “I guess.” She picked at the blanket, rubbing it with one hand.

      “He gave you that blanket, didn’t he?”

      “What? No.”

      “You’re a shitty liar, Ash.”

      “You can’t burn a blanket, Ree. It’s not a good idea.”

      “Maybe not, but we’re going to do it anyway. Just a piece. Where are your scissors?”

      She smirked. “In the drawer next to the fridge.”

      “I’ll be right back.” I hurried into the house and found the scissors, thankful she hadn’t lied to me. I carried them back out and found her standing, staring into the fire.

      “Did you feel like this after Landon?”

      “You know I did.”

      “Does it get better?” She looked up at me with tears hanging from her eyelashes.

      “Yes,” I lied, knowing she needed to believe in happiness. Maybe one day I would believe in it, too.

      “Then let’s cut this blanket to shreds and burn it.”

      I handed over the scissors. “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up with a headache and the taste of cotton in my mouth. I couldn’t remember the last time I drank as much as I did with Ashlyn.

      Damn, I was getting old.

      I’d started to feel more my age, but not being able to handle half a bottle of wine was a real kick in the ass. A decade ago, I could have polished off the entire bottle and gone back for more and not felt like shit the next day.

      Welcome to midlife.

      I rolled out of bed, feeling the aches and pains from sleeping on a new mattress, and padded to the bathroom, trying to make as little noise as possible since Ashlyn was definitely still asleep.

      I found the pods for her coffeemaker and made myself a cup as I stared at the light creeping over the water. Every second it got lighter and lighter, telling me sunrise was moments away.

      The coffeemaker sputtered its last drops of liquid gold, and I grabbed the mug. I dumped the contents into a plastic travel mug and added a bit of caramel creamer I found in the fridge, then let myself out of the house.

      My shoes from the night before were cool when I slid my feet into them. I stepped off the patio, inhaling the scent of honeysuckle all around me. It made me smile, feeling like I was exactly where I was meant to be. I walked across the yard, my footsteps crunching on the fallen leaves as I made my way down to the dock.

      I took my first sip of coffee as the water in front of me turned purple and glittered. Amethyst Bay. It was captivating, just like when the sun was setting the night before.

      Peaceful, gorgeous, and just what I needed.

      I stared across the water at Vermont and wondered if I could call this place home. Losing my summer job as a nanny gave me the freedom to visit Ashlyn for two months, but it also reminded me of how little I had in MacKellar Cove. I moved there when I wanted to leave the city and go somewhere quieter. My parents wanted me to move back to the Southern Tier of New York and find a job near them, but I knew that would come with a demand for grandkids.

      Rather, a more consistent demand.

      My parents thought everyone should have kids, and if you didn’t, something was wrong. They’d offered to get me tested for reproductive issues, to pay for IVF, to help with raising my kid if I ended up deciding to be a single mom.

      They never believed me when I said I didn’t want kids. Just like Landon. Everyone thought I’d change my mind eventually. Hell, even Ashlyn thought I was joking the first time I told her.

      I never wanted kids. I love kids, but I never wanted to be a mom. Not for any tragic reason, just because I didn’t want to.

      When I decided not to move home and deal with the constant disappointment from my parents, I found a job in MacKellar Cove. Landon was my first friend. Friendship became more after a while, and three years later, we couldn’t see a way out.

      In the almost two years since we broke up, I stayed, but my circle had gotten increasingly smaller. My ‘friends’ were coworkers I didn’t socialize with or people I knew through Landon. I didn’t feel like MacKellar Cove was home anymore. It wasn’t where I belonged. It wasn’t where I wanted to be.

      But was Amethyst Bay? I loved Ashlyn, but moving to be near her would put a lot of pressure on our friendship. I needed⁠—

      “Who are you?”

      I jumped at the male voice right behind me and dropped my coffee. The plastic container hit the dock. The lid popped off. Coffee splashed all over my feet, thankfully not burning, but it definitely didn’t feel good.

      I glared at the jerk who snuck up on me. He was… Well, he was hot. He was also scowling at me. His arms were crossed over his wide chest, showcasing corded forearms. His feet were set wide, a stable stance on the dock as it rocked gently. His dark hair had streaks of silver at his temples that danced their way through his short beard.

      “This is private property. You can’t be here. You need to leave.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That dock is not public. I own it, and you’re trespassing. I don’t know where you came from, but you don’t belong here.”

      I scoffed. How dare he? He doesn’t know me. And he will not tell me where I belong.
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      I checked the time as I rolled out of bed. Thirty minutes until I needed to wake Evie up. Enough time to get dressed and have my first cup of coffee. I needed it after spending half the night trying to figure out what was wrong with my damn dryer. Crunchy jeans were a pain in the ass. Literally. But thankfully it started working again late last night. With any luck, whatever was wrong was just a fluke.

      I pulled on my clothes for the day, stretching to soften the jeans I left out to air-dry overnight. My knees popped. I stretched one out and noticed movement outside the window.

      It was early for my neighbor to be up. She didn’t seem like a morning person.

      Nope. The woman outside was definitely not my neighbor. She was brunette instead of blonde like Ashlyn. Not how I wanted to start my day.

      I stormed outside, heading straight for my dock. I was a nice enough guy that I let Ashlyn use it, but it wasn’t public fucking property. On the Bay, people respected that. But this woman definitely didn’t live here. And she didn’t belong on my property.

      “Who are you?” I barked as I approached the brunette on the dock.

      She startled, dropping her coffee and spinning to face me. Big brown eyes stared up at me.

      I felt a little bad, but I would not let a pretty face and tempting curves make me forget the most important thing in my life. I crossed my arms over my chest, hoping I looked intimidating enough for her to get the hell off my property.

      She didn’t say a thing.

      “This is private property. You can’t be here. You need to leave.”

      That got her attention. “Excuse me?”

      I pointed to where she stood, hoping she’d finally take the damn hint. “That dock is not public. I own it, and you’re trespassing. I don’t know where you came from, but you don’t belong here.”

      She scoffed at me. One hand went to a wide hip.

      Fucking hell, I needed to get a damn grip. This woman was testing my resolve. My dick rose at the attitude she tossed out. And the curves. And every-damn-thing about her. I liked a woman with fire.

      Too bad I’d been burned.

      “Please get off my dock and go back to wherever you’re staying. Don’t come back here.”

      She didn’t look dangerous, but I couldn’t trust a trespasser to stop at one minor crime. Evie was sleeping.

      A cold sweat ran down my back as I realized this woman could have an accomplice. Evie was in the house alone. Sleeping. Someone could sneak in and hurt her. Someone could⁠—

      “Screw you,” the woman said. She bent to pick up her empty coffee cup, then brushed past me. She started up the hill.

      “Where are you going?”

      She spun on me, taking another step toward me and getting in my face. As much as she could with the four inches of height between us. “You said to leave, and now you want to know why I’m leaving? What the hell is wrong with you? I’m going to my friend’s house. I don’t know who the hell you are, but you don’t own this whole Bay.”

      I stared her down for a minute, watching the golden swirls in her brown eyes. The urge to kiss her was strong, but nope. Not going there. Whoever her friend was needed to tell her she couldn’t just wander onto private property.

      She exhaled a disgusted huff, then spun on her heel and stomped her way up the hill.

      To Ashlyn’s house.

      “What the hell?”

      She let herself inside, closing the slider and disappearing into the darkness of the house.

      I glanced past the house to the driveway and spotted a red convertible next to Ashlyn’s SUV. Fuck. I didn’t notice she had company. And I went and scared the woman and acted like an asshole.

      I dragged myself back to my house, my jeans rubbing against my thighs with each step. In my rush to confront the trespasser, I shoved my feet into slides, something I regretted as I made my way home and stepped on a twig. “Fuck,” I hissed.

      Great fucking day.

      I examined my foot, finding a scratch that was seeping blood onto my shoe. Nothing to do but keep going.

      Evie was at the counter when I walked inside, staring at the stove like it was going to make breakfast for her.

      “Morning, sweetheart,” I said, walking over to her and giving her a hug. I kissed the top of her head. “What do you want for breakfast?”

      She shrugged.

      “Last exam, then you’re officially a high school graduate. Are you excited?”

      A hint of a smile accompanied that shrug.

      “How about dinner tonight?”

      She lifted green eyes to mine. “Can we go to Lakeside Bistro?”

      I pressed my lips together to hide my smirk. I figured she’d want to go to the nicest restaurant in town. “Craving a steak?”

      “Always,” she said without hesitation.

      I chuckled. “Sure.”

      “Yes!” She threw her hands up in victory. “Thanks, Dad. You’re the best.”

      “You’re going to milk this all summer, aren’t you?”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      “You deserve it. I know you’ve worked hard to do well. And we only have two months until orientation, so we need to pack in as much as we can.”

      “Mom said the same thing.”

      I bit back a scowl at the mention of my ex-wife. Hannah was a pain in my ass, but she was a good mother. I never spoke poorly of her in front of my daughter, no matter how many times Hannah manipulated our lives to get what she wanted.

      “You didn’t make coffee,” she said, sliding off the stool.

      “Sorry. I’ll do it in a second.” I remembered my bleeding foot. It wasn’t bad, but it needed to be cleaned up. “Let me take care of this quickly.”

      Evie nodded and preceded me down the hallway to her room. She closed her door, and I crossed through my bedroom to my bathroom. I made quick work of the cut, hoping I wouldn’t need to ask Christy to check it out. My best friend and neighbor was a nurse in the emergency department. She would complain, as she always did when Oscar and I asked for her services, but she always helped us out. Oscar, Christy, and I grew up together. The two of them were the closest thing I had to family besides my seventeen-year-old daughter.

      Ten minutes later, my foot was fine, coffee was brewed, and French toast was on the stovetop.

      “Did you make French toast?” Evie asked as she walked back into the kitchen, dressed for her last exam in shorts that made me cringe and a top that could not possibly be within the dress code.

      I nodded, not commenting on her clothes since the school didn’t have air-conditioning and it was going to be in the nineties by lunch. And far too soon, she was going to college, and I wouldn’t know what she was wearing, let alone be able to say anything about it.

      “You’re my favorite dad ever.”

      I snorted. “You say that to all your dads.”

      “Nope, just you.”

      I grinned. Her stepfather was a bit of a dick. He let Hannah spend money on Evie, so I never said anything bad about him either, but he was definitely not a father-figure for my kid. Good thing, too, because that would have been a problem.

      Evie ate her breakfast and drank her coffee in silence. I didn’t allow phones at the table, but she wasn’t awake enough yet for conversation.

      I couldn’t help but try, though. “What else do you want to do this summer before you go to school?”

      “I don’t know. Working at the hospital with Aunt Christy is going to take up a lot of my time. I want to spend time with Maddie and Katie, too. There are a lot of graduation parties.”

      The time was slipping away faster than I could hold on to it. Eighteen years went by in a flash. And the next few weeks were going to go by even faster. “Make sure you save a little time for your old man, too.”

      She chuckled and slid off the stool she’d sat in since she was old enough to climb up onto it. She lifted onto her toes and kissed my cheek. “I will, Dad. I gotta go. Love you!”

      “Love you!” I called after her.

      She grabbed her backpack and headed out the door. Seconds later, the car her mother bought her started up, then she drove away.

      Which meant I needed to move it, or I’d be late for work.
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      My knuckles were bruised, but nothing was broken. My hand slipped as I tightened a nut, smashing into the side of the cabinet where I was working. It fucking hurt, but it would heal.

      I stepped off the ferry and smiled. My job as a ferry mechanic wasn’t glamorous or fancy, but I loved it. It was my dream to work on the ferry from the first time I stepped foot on the boat that carried passengers from New York to Vermont. I didn’t really care what I did, as long as I got to call the ferry my office.

      Being a mechanic came easily to me. I always loved working with my hands, a skill my father cultivated in me as soon as I was old enough to bring him tools. He and my mother made sure I knew how to maintain things around the house. As an only child, I spent time with both my dad in the workshop and my mom in the kitchen. Skills that came in handy when I married Hannah.

      I washed my hands in the employee restroom before heading to my truck. I could make a fist. My hand would be fine. Probably. I drove home with my left hand, just in case.

      Evie’s car was in the driveway when I got home. I wasn’t sure if she’d come here after her exam or go to her mom’s, but I was happy to see her car.

      “Josh!” I heard as I started toward my door.

      I spun and saw Ashlyn approaching. When she moved in next door, I wasn’t sure about her as a neighbor. Her family had a camp in the area when she was younger, and she moved here years ago. I was sure she’d be gone after the first winter, like most campers. They bought houses to spend summers on Lake Champlain, but those houses were closed up by late fall and no one stepped in them until spring.

      But Ashlyn didn’t shy away from the bitter-cold winters or the quietness of living in Amethyst Bay year-round.

      “Hey, Ashlyn.”

      “I’m sorry Reegan was on the dock this morning. I told her yesterday she could go down there, but I never thought to call you and let you know she was here.”

      “It’s all good. I saw someone there, and I got paranoid.”

      Ashlyn shook her head. “No, I get it. You need to make sure Evie’s safe. I… Rob and I broke up, and Reegan decided to come for the summer.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “The whole summer?”

      “She’s a teacher. We went to college together. She’s my best friend, and she wanted to be here for me.”

      “That’s nice of her.”

      “It is. She’s…” Ashlyn rolled her lips in, her eyes getting watery.

      Fuck. I didn’t do well with women crying, especially women I didn’t know well. I had nothing against my neighbor, but it was better for everyone if Hannah didn’t think we were getting too close.

      “Sorry. I… Reegan is going to be here for a while. I told her I’d talk to you, but she said she’ll stay off the dock from now on.”

      I shook my head. “She doesn’t have to do that. Now that I know who she is, I won’t run her off.”

      “That’s what I told her, but she’s kind of stubborn.”

      I winced. “I was kind of mean, too.”

      Ashlyn shrugged. “I explained to her that you have a daughter. It’s fine, I just wanted you to know she’s here.”

      “Thanks, Ashlyn. Sorry I upset her.”

      “It’s all good. See you around, Josh.”

      “You, too. Hey, for what it’s worth, you deserve better than Rob.”

      A ghost of a smile lifted her lips. “Reegan said the same thing.”

      I watched as Ashlyn headed back into her house, not looking like she was happy to hear the asshole she dated for almost a year was not worth her time. She really did deserve better. I never saw him with anyone else, but there were rumors. And he was a jerk. Christy dated him years ago, and so did a bunch of other women in town. He was a serial dater who hung around until he could get more from someone else.

      Why women fell for his bullshit, I’d never know.

      I turned and headed into my own house, calling out for Evie as I walked in.

      “I’m right here!” she said from the couch.

      “Hey, how was your last exam?”

      She shrugged. “Easy. I think I aced it.”

      “Awesome. I need to shower, then we can go to dinner whenever you want.”

      She stared at her phone for a second, then nodded and looked up at me. “Maddie is going to pick me up from Lakeside, if that’s okay.”

      “Yeah?” Maddie was Oscar’s niece and had spent so much time at my house over the years she was practically family. But I was looking forward to time with Evie.

      “We’re all going out tonight to celebrate the last exam. If that’s okay.” Evie eyed me with an expression that was part-hopeful and part-anxious.

      “Of course,” I said, forcing a smile.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      I nodded and went to the bathroom for a shower. I hurried through the motions, wanting to have as much time with Evie as I could get. It was going to be hard to say goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      My daughter wore something she called a romper. I called it borderline indecent. The only saving grace was it was shorts. Very short shorts, but shorts. And a sleeveless top.

      She looked more and more like her mother as she grew up. Hannah was always stunning. Endless blonde hair, brilliant green eyes, and a figure that stopped me dead in my tracks the first time I saw her.

      Hannah was riding the ferry with friends, spending the week at a friend’s camp one summer in college. She laughed, and my whole world stopped. She looked over and caught my gaze, and I couldn’t help but smile back at her.

      She smirked, as if she knew I was already halfway in love with her. Then she walked over and flirted with me.

      By the end of the week, she’d changed her plans and decided to stay the rest of the summer with me. At the end of summer, she promised to come back every chance she had, and she did.

      The following summer, she moved to Amethyst Bay, and we got married. Then everything changed.

      “What are you going to do when I’m at college?” Evie asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      I sipped my water and leaned back. “The same thing I do now. My life’s not the one changing.”

      She grinned. “Yes, it is. You’re going to have more free time. You can take up a hobby.”

      I snorted. “I already have a hobby.”

      “Yeah, but playing hockey in the summer isn’t as easy.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe not, but you’ll be home for the summer, so I won’t have all that free time you seem to think I’ll have.”

      Evie’s smile lit up her green eyes. “Maybe you’ll start dating.”

      I barked a laugh before I could stop myself.

      Evie’s smile fell. “Why is that funny?”

      I reached for my water to stall for time. I couldn’t tell her the truth. Admitting I didn’t date because every time I tried, her mother ran off the woman I was seeing before we had a chance to start something more than a casual fling fell into the category of bad-mouthing my ex. Even though it was true. Still, Evie didn’t need to know that.

      Just like she didn’t need to know our marriage ended because Hannah couldn’t handle me spending time with anyone other than her and tried to end the relationships I had with Oscar and Christy.

      “You’re the only girl I need in my life,” I finally said.

      “Except Aunt Christy.”

      I smiled. “Yes, except Aunt Christy.”

      “Have you ever dated her?”

      I shook my head. “No. She was always like a sister to me.”

      Evie scowled. “That’s what Jeffrey said about me.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You like Jeffrey?”

      Her cheeks turned red. “Forget I said that.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible. Crushing on Maddie’s older brother. You never told me.”

      “Because I knew you’d act like this!” she hissed.

      I chuckled. “It’s cute.”

      She groaned and rolled her eyes. “I’m not cute, Dad. I’m almost an adult.”

      “And he’s almost twenty-one.”

      “So?”

      “Three years is a lot when you’re so young.”

      “You’re five years older than Mom.”

      I nodded slowly. You see how that worked out popped into my mind, but I couldn’t say that to my daughter. “True, but she was twenty-one when we met.”

      “He said I’m still a kid.”

      “Technically, you are.”

      She huffed a sigh that only a teenager could pull off.

      “You’ll meet a lot of new people at college. Try to enjoy the summer and not worry about Jeffrey.”

      She shrugged, staring at her empty plate. “Can we get dessert?”

      “Sure. What do you want?”

      “Tuxedo cheesecake?” She rubbed her hands together in delight. It was her favorite dessert. Ever.

      I chuckled, letting the conversation that made her feel awkward float away. We ordered the cheesecake and finished our meal without another word about her crush.
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      “Have fun, and be careful. No drinking,” I told the girls as Evie got into Maddie’s car. Katie was in the backseat, so I swung my gaze to her, too.

      “We won’t,” the three of them chorused. They were good kids, but they were still kids. Living in a small town like Amethyst Bay meant they didn’t get away with much, but it didn’t mean they didn’t try.

      “I love you,” I said as I stepped back.

      “Love you,” Evie said without hesitation.

      I never wanted her to think she wasn’t my priority. It didn’t matter that my marriage to her mother didn’t work out, I loved my daughter fiercely, and she would always know that.

      “Will you be home tonight?” I asked, pausing before I closed the door.

      “Yeah. But it’ll be late.”

      “What time is late?”

      “One?”

      I nodded. “Text me if that changes.”

      “I will. Love you.” Evie waved, prompting me to step back and let her go have fun.

      I closed the door and waved as the girls pulled out of the parking lot. Maddie was the oldest of the three of them, so she drove most of the time. It was good for them to have some freedom, but it was still terrifying to watch my one and only child drive off with another teenager behind the wheel.

      With the girls gone, I went to my truck. The radio was quiet from the drive to the restaurant, but I turned it up and let the music and cool evening breeze drift around me on the short drive home.

      The red convertible was still parked next door when I pulled into my driveway. Lights were on inside the house. I debated apologizing to Ashlyn’s friend, but I didn’t want to intrude on their evening.

      That and I didn’t want to open the door for more shit from Hannah.

      I let myself into the house and exhaled slowly. I moved through the space, depositing my keys and wallet on the table by the door, then kicking my shoes off into the closet. The house was scattered with Evie’s things. Shoes, jackets, her forgotten backpack. Lip balm and mascara were left on end tables and bathroom counters. It was clear she was a regular fixture in my house.

      But all that would change in a few weeks.

      For thirteen years, Evie was shuffled between my house and Hannah’s. When she was with her mother, I busied myself the best I could. Working, dating, playing hockey, spending time with my friends. But it was always temporary. It was a few days at a time. As Evie got older, she wanted to spend more time with me than Hannah, mostly because both Maddie and Katie lived within walking distance from my house. Hannah lived in one of the nicer houses on the edge of Amethyst Bay, a status symbol to show everyone how well-off her new husband was.

      Brian Greenleaf was a very successful businessman. He made sure everyone knew it, too. I was never really clear what he did to earn his money, but he had a lot of it. He built the newest house in the area, with all the fancy features he wanted. And he filled it with furniture no one was allowed to sit on and artwork no one was allowed to get close to.

      It was another reason Evie hated going there, but she never told her mother that.

      Regardless of their financial situation, and the divided time between my house and theirs, in a few weeks, Evie would be away at college. The quietness of my house wouldn’t be temporary. It would last for months. And far too quickly, Evie would be on her own, and my house would be just a place she used to live.

      I grabbed a beer from the fridge and carried it to the couch. The urge to turn on the TV was strong, but I needed to sit with the silence for a few minutes. I hadn’t slowed down much in the last twenty-plus years, and the reality of my life was hitting me square in the face.

      I was fucking lonely.

      My fingers itched to call Oscar or Christy, to fill the emptiness with something or someone. I hoped to have found someone to share my life with by now, but Hannah made sure that never happened.

      I swore and reached for the remote. I flipped until I landed on a sports channel. Baseball wasn’t my favorite sport, but it was better than the path my thoughts were taking.

      When I finished my beer, I dropped the empty bottle in the recycling and headed for the shower. My thoughts went to Ashlyn’s friend as I stepped under the hot water, her curves tempting me. She had to be a decade younger than me, but there was no harm in fantasizing about the woman when no one else was around.

      I gripped my dick and stroked a few times, wondering when the last time I had sex was. Too fucking long if I couldn’t remember. I needed to get back out there. Find a woman who wouldn’t be scared off by my ex-wife, who was married and living her own life.

      I shoved thoughts of Hannah out of my mind with a squeeze on my cock. I dragged Reegan… even her name was sexy… back to the front of my mind. I imagined running my hands over her curves and following my hands with my tongue.

      My cock throbbed. I braced myself against the wall and stroked faster and faster. Fuck, just the thought of Reegan had me breaking out in a cold sweat and ready to come. I grunted, stroked. My hand slammed against my stomach, but I didn’t notice. My balls tightened, and I shouted as I came, my eyes closed as I pictured Reegan in front of me.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed, my entire body shaking. We’d only shared a few words, and not friendly ones, but the woman was a dream.

      I let the water pour over me as I struggled to slow my breathing. I reached for the shampoo and remembered my bruised knuckles. They hurt worse after jerking off, but it was fucking worth it.

      I finished my shower and turned off the water. I grabbed a towel and ran it over my short hair, dragging it down my face and over my body. My cock was still half-hard, the memories of Reegan keeping it up. I hung my towel up and walked into my room naked. I got dressed and went back to the couch to wait for Evie to come home.
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      Morning came far too early. Since Evie was home, I did my best to be quiet as I fixed coffee and searched for breakfast. I poured my coffee and looked out the window, spotting Ashlyn’s friend sitting near her fire pit.

      My dick rose at the sight of the woman in the flesh instead of in my memory. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to force the thoughts away. It didn’t work.

      I poured a second cup of coffee and pushed outside with both mugs before I could talk myself out of it. I made sure I made enough noise as I approached her so she would see me coming.

      The snap of fear in her gaze was followed by one of irritation, proving she saw me. “Ashlyn said this was her fire pit. I’m not trespassing.”

      “I brought you a peace offering,” I said, holding up the mug of coffee.

      Her brown eyes narrowed at me.

      She didn’t refuse, so I moved closer. “I don’t know what you like in it, but I have options.”

      “What options?”

      I smiled as she took the mug from me. “Vanilla creamer, milk, sugar. What do you prefer?”

      She inhaled the mug like it was full of the greatest thing life had to offer. “Vanilla.”

      “I’ll be right back.” I set my mug on the table next to her cup and hurried to my place, grabbing the vanilla creamer and carrying it back outside. “Help yourself.”

      She took it from my hand, our fingers brushing.

      I had to stifle a moan, but she didn’t appear affected at all by our hands touching. Fucking hell, I was a forty-six-year-old man crushing on a woman too young for me.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, as if speaking louder would break the tentative truce between us.

      “Can I sit?”

      She gave me a side-eyed look. “According to Ashlyn, you are always welcome at her house.”

      I pursed my lips at the intentional wall she was putting between us. Ashlyn welcomed me, but I refused to do the same for Reegan. “I’m Josh, by the way. And I’m sorry for being a jerk yesterday.”

      I looked at her until she sighed and said, “I’m Reegan.”

      “Not accepting my apology?” I teased her, adding a smile so she knew I was picking on her.

      She quirked one eyebrow up. “Jury’s still out.”

      “Fair enough. Ashlyn said you’re a teacher.”

      “Is that a question?”

      “Nope, just a statement. It’s nice you have the summer off.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, everyone thinks being a teacher is so easy. All the time off and short days. I get paid way too much for not enough work. I’ve heard it all.”

      “Actually, I was thinking you’ve earned the time off. Teaching is tough.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me like she didn’t believe me.

      “My friend’s brother is a teacher. It’s not easy. Tanner teaches middle school. He’s told us about the long days, the extra planning, the summer training and classes. It’s not as simple as showing up and playing with kids all day. Not that that’s easy either.”

      “I’m an elementary school teacher.”

      “You still have lesson plans and milestones and a shitload of kids to manage. I can barely handle one, and you keep twenty in line.”

      Her mouth twisted into a grin before she covered it by taking a sip of her coffee.

      I followed suit, looking out at the water, our backs to Ashlyn’s house.

      “I accept your apology,” she said after a minute.

      I looked over at her, smiling as I did. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “So what are your plans for the summer?”

      “Convince Ashlyn she deserves better than Rob,” Reegan said with a snarl.

      “She deserves so much more than that asshole.”

      Reegan’s brows shot up. “You know him?”

      I nodded. “Small town. Everyone pretty much knows everyone.”

      “And you’re not a fan?”

      “No. I’m not. Ashlyn is kind and friendly. Rob is only looking for what he can get from someone. He’s always been like that.”

      “Always?”

      “We went to high school together. He would convince the smartest girl he was interested in her, copy her homework, then disappear and date someone popular. Until it was time for another exam or project or something. He hasn’t changed.”

      Reegan shook her head. “Ash is a sucker for a project. She loves a man she can fix.”

      “What about you? Do you need to fix a man?” Did my voice drop? Fuck, I was flirting with her. I mean, no shock, but damn.
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