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Dedication




To my brilliant, hilarious, and occasionally foot-spray-wielding friends. You know who you are.


Thank you for the stories I borrow, the secrets I keep, and the love of friendship that never gets old.



      [image: ]And also for Loki, who inspired Chester and Clark!











  
  

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








  
  

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. 

I tend to write low-stakes stories, which means there aren’t really any trigger warnings. These characters have their own backstories, but generally nothing too tragic. I love to read and write escapist romantic fantasy stories.

Turn the page to follow along with Lucas Wade and Hannah Murphy. Hannah is the youngest child and only daughter of the Murphy family and she was an absolute blast to spend time with. I hope her strength and her vulnerability come through and that you will end up loving her and Lucas and root for their Happily Ever After.








  
  

A Quick Who's Who
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Coffee and Kisses is the third book in the Built to Last Series. I want you to be able to enjoy it even if you haven’t read the other two 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


	Danny Wilson – Pat’s nephew, cousin to the Murphy kids, Jesse’s business partner


	Maggie York – Murphy Construction's Office Manager


	Sean York – Owner of The Landing – married to Maggie


	Phoebe Blake – Gaelen's Personal Assistant














  
  

Hannah
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Acold drink. A cool shower. A solid meal. 

In that order. 

It wasn’t too much to ask for, was it? 

In fact, it was the very least Hannah Murphy could do for herself. With throngs of families fresh off the beach, lovers downing mid-day cocktails, and road-trippers looking for one last coastal stop before heading inland, her section at Livvy’s Beach Shack had been full to bursting with diners all day long. And because her co-worker Sydney had shown up two hours late for her shift, Hannah had ended up staying late to pick up the slack. It hadn’t left her with much time for luxuries like lunch.

The warm, bright sun hung low in the early evening sky as she finally navigated her Jeep toward home. Thoughts of indulging in that drink, shower, and meal that she and her grumbling stomach had been fantasizing over since her lunch-less lunch hour pressed her right foot a little harder on the gas pedal. Tempted though she was to bring home a takeout container of fried clams with French fries and coleslaw, Hannah was committed to living by the budget she’d set for herself in hopes of getting out of Jacksonville within the next year. Leftovers from the fridge would have to do.

As she turned Vroomhilda from the main road onto her street, her phone rang through the aqua-colored Jeep’s sound system, interrupting her in-car Imagine Dragons concert. A flicked glance at the screen showed an incoming call from Mama Murph. Answering the call from her mother would mean at least half an hour on the phone. A drink while they talked would be doable, but Hannah couldn’t wait that long to get into the shower. A shower was necessary before she touched food. And food was non-negotiable.

Hannah let the call go to voicemail and kept driving. The welcoming sight of her little lemon-yellow house came into view, its sparse landscaping a complete contrast to the riot of colors with which she was surrounded every day at work. Compared to the red, pink, white, and orange paradise of Livvy’s landscaping, the Black-eyed Susans along the front of the house seemed tame. But they were Hannah’s favorite, and the sunny yellow blooms made her smile just the same.

Not entirely unusual for a weekday, Trevor’s orange Charger wasn’t in the driveway. It was possible, though not likely, he had stayed at work to pick up a little bit of overtime. Probably not… but a girl could hope. Then Hannah dared dream that maybe he’d gone out to pick up a pizza or some Mexican food so she wouldn’t have to settle for reheated leftovers. 

Laughing at her own absurdity, she hopped down from the Jeep, hooked her backpack over her shoulder and headed toward the front door of the small house she and Trevor had been renting together for the past year. From inside her bag, her phone rang. Most likely her mother again. Still not ready to give up half an hour to a conversation quite yet, she let the call go to voicemail for the second time. 

At first glance, it wasn’t immediately obvious what was off when she stepped through the front door. The sink overflowed with dirty dishes, rather than being put into the dishwasher. Garbage had been stacked on top of the trash can, rather than thrown inside of it. And the bitter odor of burned food still hung in the air from whatever he’d eaten for breakfast. All of which was typical, she’d learned early on, of life with Trevor.

One by one, however, the small details came into focus. The open door of the TV cabinet revealed an empty space where his X-Box normally sat. The random pile of his shoes that accumulated next to the basket by the front door was conspicuously absent. Stepping a little further into the house, she noticed his ever-present sweatshirt had been removed from its usual home, draped over the back of the couch. 

“Trevor?” she called out as she slung her backpack onto the small Formica kitchen table. The silence didn’t surprise her, but the scrap of notebook paper stuck to the fridge with a Livvy’s Beach Shack magnet certainly did. In Trevor’s barely legible scrawl, she read the Dear John, or in this case, Dear Hannah, letter he had left behind. 

“Son of a bitch,” she said as she scanned the letter. “‘Not working out’? Seriously? ‘Nice enough, but not the right girl for me’?” When she reached the part about Bethany Nelson, Hannah stopped reading, crumbled the note, and launched it directly on top of the pile on the trash can. “Figures you’d leave three days before the rent is due, you absolute freaking jackass,” she said to the empty space.

Her first thought was to text Trevor and make sure he planned on ponying up his half of the rent. With her thumb hovering over the blue send icon, she had second thoughts. Paying half the rent would mean he’d be entitled to come back if and when he felt like it. And now that he was out, Hannah wasn’t entirely sure she wanted him to have that option. Then she seriously debated sending Bethany Nelson a ‘no givesies-backsies’ text instead.

Hannah wasn’t a big spender but the trip back home to Maine the previous summer for her brother’s wedding, not to mention the cost of being in the wedding, as well as the gift, meant she’d spent most of the time from then to now living by a budget and trying to rebuild her savings account. Hopefully there was enough in there to cover Trevor’s rent until she could figure out her next steps. 

It seemed as if the timeline for leaving Jacksonville within the year had just been sped up. 

Exhaustion weighed down her limbs, and she really needed some food, but she wouldn’t be able to relax until she was sure. She opened her bank app, and all the blood drained from her body, pooling in her feet. Her vision narrowed. She wobbled, threw her hand toward the back of the kitchen chair to keep herself from collapsing onto the floor. Her account balance showed less than two hundred dollars. “Son of a bitch! You stole my money, you bastard,” she screamed at the phone clutched in her shaking hand. “What the actual hell, Trevor?”

Mama Murph’s name popped up on her screen again, and although all thoughts of food, drink, and shower had been temporarily shoved out of her mind by thoughts of what the hell do I do now?, she still didn’t have it in her to answer her mother’s call.

The metal chair legs screeched across the tile as Hannah yanked the chair out and let it catch her. She sank into the seat, eyes closed, palms flat on her thighs, drawing in deep, steadying breaths to keep her thoughts from spiraling. “Don’t Ask. Don’t expect,” she whispered to herself. “You knew better than this.” As hard as she tried to stop them, her thoughts continued to race.

She needed to stop sitting and start doing. What was the first thing she could do that might start to solve her problem? 

Money. Hers was stolen and she needed it back. 

Step one was calling the bank to figure out how to do that. She’d figure out the rest once that was taken care of.

Ten minutes later, after an infuriating and completely unhelpful phone call with her bank, she plopped down onto the couch, her head held firmly in her hands, unsure what her next steps could possibly be. While the customer service rep had been quite sorry about her ‘unfortunate situation,’ he had the unenviable task of informing her she had no recourse. Hannah had willingly given Trevor the PIN to her debit card, meaning she had given him permission to access the money in her account.

Hannah had never been one to give in to crying when she was frustrated, preferring a more physical outlet like beating the crap out of a boxing heavy bag, to work through her feelings. But sitting on the couch with no options, short of maxing out a credit card that would take forever to get paid off, tears dripped down her cheeks completely against her will. Quickly, she wiped them away because there was no way in hell she’d let a stupid ass like Trevor get the best of her.

She hated to think about it, but she had no choice except to dig into her emergency cash stash. Normally, her tips were added to her paycheck every week, but every now and again people would leave cash. Every time that happened, Hannah would fold up the bills and add them to the otherwise empty bag of frozen vegetables in the freezer, where there was virtually zero chance of Trevor finding it.

Except, apparently, he had. 

Between the hundred and eighty dollars in her bank account and the remaining seventy-five in frozen tip money, Hannah’s prospects for paying her rent were completely nonexistent.

Hopefully Billy, their landlord, would be flexible and willing to cut her some slack. She had never missed a payment, or even been so much as a day late, since she’d moved into the little ranch house at the top of Marigold Circle. She had only to swallow her pride and send him the text. 

After crafting five different versions of the pleading message, none of which sounded right, the sixth sat unsent on her screen for ten minutes, when the phone rang again, snapping Hannah out of her stupor.

She quickly swiped to decline the call. Three seconds later it rang again. “Mom, can’t you see I don’t want to talk to you right now?” she yelled at the phone as she swiped to decline it one more time. The third time it rang, Hannah snatched it up and accepted the call. Swallowing past the lump that had lodged itself in her throat, she snapped, “Not a good time, Mom.”

“Hannah, sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re there,” her mother said, as if she hadn’t heard Hannah’s words. “I’ve been calling you all afternoon.”

Hannah was still thirsty. She smelled like a goat. And her stomach continued to express its displeasure at being empty by making a series of weird and somewhat distressing sounds in the otherwise quiet house. A vein throbbed in her temple. “I know, Ma, I’ve just been a little busy.”

“Not so busy you couldn’t talk to your mother for two minutes?”

Hannah huffed out a bitter laugh. As if any conversation with her mother would be a simple two minutes. “How do you know I wasn’t in the middle of having sex?”

“With Trevor?” Gaelen snort laughed. “Honey, I’ve been calling you for more than four whole minutes.” The derision in her mother’s voice was unhidden. “Pretty sure you weren’t having sex with Trevor.”

Despite her miserable mood, Hannah barked out a laugh. Though Gaelen had only met him once, her mother’s dislike of Trevor had never been a secret. “Fine,” Hannah grudgingly admitted, “I wasn’t having sex. I just got home from work and Trevor’s gone.” It felt good to say it out loud. Like a release. There was a sense of freedom in not being the only one who knew what had happened.

“Gone?” Gaelen said. “As in… gone? Like, for good?”

“Yup.”

“Oh, thank God. I told you he was no good for you, didn’t I?” Gaelen’s words came out in a whoosh of relief. “I told you when you were here for Jesse’s wedding, and you told me that story about seeing him texting with that other woman. I told you he was terrible and that you’d be better off without him.” Clearly, her mother had been holding onto a lot of thoughts about Hannah’s relationship with Trevor, such as it was. Gaelen went on for another minute or so before she finally took a breath and said, “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. How are you?”

It took a few seconds before Hannah could respond. She needed to think about it; think about what Trevor leaving would actually look like for her. A clean apartment. A full bank account, once she added a few paychecks and received her new debit card, cutting off Trevor’s access to her money. No more hair in the bathroom sink after he shaved. No more dirty clothes and smelly shoes all over the place. No more covertly spraying his toxic feet with Febreeze while he slept on the couch. And no more stupid sweatshirt draped over the couch.

“You know,” Hannah said, “I think I’m OK.” She quickly added, “At least I will be.”

From over a thousand miles away, Gaelen’s sympathetic sigh reached Hannah’s ear. “I know you will.”

Unwilling to dwell in self-pity, Hannah asked, “So, what’s so important that you’ve been calling me nonstop for the last half hour?”

“Oh,” Gaelen said, as if she’d forgotten that she’d been the one to call Hannah in the first place. “That’s right.” She was quiet for a second, and Hannah could almost hear the gears turning in her mother’s mind. Eventually, Gaelen said, “You know, this could work out much better than I’d anticipated.”

“What could?” Hannah asked. “What are you talking about?”

“You. Coming home early to help me finish planning Dad’s party. Then you could stay to house sit and take care of the dogs while we’re away on our vacation.” The pitch of her voice rose as her words tumbled out. “You can stay in your old room. Obviously, we’ll pay you. It’s a perfect plan. Right?”

Hannah laughed. Gaelen and her plans were the stuff of legend in their family. Unfortunately, there was no way to make this particular plan happen. Between the rent being due and the dismal state of her recently pilfered bank account, there was no way she could swing a flight from Jacksonville, Florida to Portland, Maine. Plus, there was the whole sticking point of having a job in Florida that probably wouldn’t be there when she got back if she went to Maine to be a party planner and dog sitter for six weeks.

“I don’t think I can, Mom. I literally have zero dollars to my name right now. Unless I grow wings, there’s no way I’m flying home.” Gaelen knew Hannah had spent a good chunk of money to be able to attend her brother’s wedding but there was no way Hannah would admit that she’d been stupid enough to let Trevor steal the rest.

Ever the problem solver, her mother didn’t hesitate. “I can get you a ticket to come home if money is the only thing in the way.”

“What about Phoebe?” Hannah said, trying to avoid the topic of her mother buying a plane ticket. Hannah had met Gaelen’s personal assistant at the wedding and thought she seemed like a decent, trustworthy person. “Can’t she stay at the house?”

“I asked her but she’s going to be away visiting her family while we’re gone.”

Hannah sighed. “I mean, I might be able to make it up there for Dad’s party, but I have a life down here, Mom.” Why did her mother assume Hannah would be able to put aside her job so she could help plan a party then take care of their house and dogs for a month while she and Hannah’s father cruised all over the world? “I do have four brothers in your general vicinity. Why can’t one of them help?”

“Gretchen barely tolerates the dogs as it is,” Galen said, “I can’t ask Owen to bring them to their house for a month.” 

“Jesse?”

“He already has two dogs of his own and he’s in the middle of buying Uncle Mark’s gym, so he barely has time for anything else.”

Hannah was getting desperate. “Shane?”

“He’s going to be busy doing Dad’s job while we’re gone.” 

Damn, her mother had thought of everything. “What about Seth? Rylee would love to help him take care of the dogs.” Hannah’s niece was the very definition of spitfire, and Chester and Clark, Gaelen’s giant Huskies, adored her as much as she did them.

“You remember his girlfriend, right?“ Disdain dripped from every syllable Gaelen spoke. Compared to the venom in her mother’s voice when she spoke of Seth’s girlfriend, her thoughts on Trevor had been downright tame. The rest of the family had taken to referring to the woman as the “she-devil,” thanks to Hannah. 

“Yeah, no,” Hannah agreed, “he’s definitely not an option.”

Looking around the room, Hannah realized there wasn’t much worth staying for. And she had enjoyed being home with the family when Jesse got married. Maybe going back to Maine for a little while could work out for her after all. It could give her a chance to rebuild her bank account as well as give her some breathing room to figure out what her next steps in life might be.

Even though it was the beginning of June, Oak Harbor, Maine would still be on the cool side, especially for someone who’d been living down south for the past six years. Which would mean she needed to buy some warmer clothes. Not to mention she still had to figure out a way to get there.

When her stomach burned, it wasn’t as much from hunger as it was from the thought of letting her mother pay for her flight. Hannah had stopped accepting help from her parents when she left home for good after college. Despite the way her day was turning out, she wasn’t eager to start the habit again.

Why did every decision have to revolve so heavily around money?

“Don’t buy me a ticket.” Hannah sighed. She hardly ever used her credit card, but she’d use it for gas and a couple nights in a hotel if she had to. “The Jeep should be able to get me home. It might take me a few days, but I’ll be there.” 

She disconnected the call and sat with the phone in her hand for another thirty seconds before she finally dropped it onto the couch beside her. Resting her elbows on her knees, she dropped her head into her hands and took several deep breaths to keep the threatening tears from breaking loose. “Not helpful right now,” she scolded herself. 

Not caring that she was still sweaty and smelled like a plate of grouper had been deep fried in her shirt, she leaned back into the couch and closed her eyes. “Don’t ask. Don’t expect. Don’t ask. Don’t expect,” she whispered. Over and over, she repeated her mantra until her emotions were back in her control and she finally felt capable of taking action. “I don’t need help. I’ve got myself,” she said. “Now I need to do something.” 

With purposeful strides, Hannah hurried into the bedroom and yanked her suitcase out from under the bed. Emptying one drawer after the other, she made short work of packing her clothes. Then she moved into the bathroom and piled as many of her toiletries into a travel bag as she could, leaving a few essentials for her still desperately needed shower. 

Returning to the bedroom, she grabbed an old backpack from a hook inside her closet. Perched on the edge of the bed, she transferred the contents of the private drawer of her bedside table into the large compartment of the backpack, hoping that she didn’t get into an accident along the way. With a chuckle, she imagined having to explain the contents of the bag if it spilled all over the road. Sorry, officer. It’s all just part of my self-care routine. If you knew Trevor, you’d understand.

As soon as she finished stuffing the bag, she zipped it closed and tossed it to the floor by the door. The drink, the shower, and the meal couldn’t wait another second longer.


      [image: ]Before the sun came up, Hannah’s alarm rang, rudely bringing her back to her new reality. Her rent was due, but Trevor was gone, along with almost all her money. Everything she owned sat packed and ready to go on an impromptu trip to Maine.

After a quick wake-up shower and an easy breakfast of yogurt and an apple, Hannah stuffed her luggage into every available space inside Vroomhilda. Without paying her rent, leaving with no notice would not endear her to her landlord, but she had no other choice. 

Once the Jeep was loaded, she pulled the sheets off her bed, rolled them up and tossed them into an extra trash bag, then tossed that into the backseat with her two pillows. 

After a quick spin through the apartment to make sure she didn’t leave anything she would miss, she opened the fridge and the cabinets and dumped everything that couldn’t be donated into another trash bag and hauled it out to the big green garbage barrel outside her door. The leftover milk and orange juice got dumped down the drain before she tossed the containers into the recycle bin. 

Sticking out from under the cushion on the love seat, Hannah found Trevor’s favorite gold chain. Holding it in her hand, she thought about sending him a text telling him it would be on the porch if he wanted to come get it. Screw him, she decided, and instead left it laid out on the kitchen table with a note. If Billy could sell it and make some of his money back from it, then he was welcome to it.

Once the bank opened, Hannah stopped in, closed her account and stuffed the remaining cash into her wallet before shooting a text to Billy, briefly explaining her situation, begging his forgiveness, then wishing him well. Immediately after that she sent a similar text to Livvy, to explain why she wouldn’t be at work that day. Or the next. And that she didn’t know when, or if, she’d be back.

Her wallet was all but empty, her pride bruised, and her future uncertain. But her car was packed, her texts sent, and Trevor’s stupid gold chain gleamed on the kitchen table like a final goodbye to her life in Florida. After a quick stop at the local food bank, where she dropped off the unopened food from her cabinets, then without another look back, she programmed her parents’ address into her GPS and headed her car toward Route 95 North, with no idea what life would be like after she got there. 

Don’t ask. Don’t expect, she told herself as she merged onto the highway. Still, she couldn’t help but hope, somewhere deep down, that something might be different.








  
  

Lucas


[image: ]




The roasting coffee had finished its transition from the slightly acrid smell of hot oil from the beans to the more familiar and mouthwatering aroma of roasted coffee. For a consummate coffee lover like Lucas Wade, that was where the real magic happened. 

In place of the earthy, green smell from the beginning of the roast, the warm, rich fragrance that indicated the near completion of his latest home-roasted batch of Javan beans permeated his small kitchen. The beans had just reached the fun stage of “first crack,” where they sounded like popcorn popping inside the roaster. They still had another minute or two to go before they reached the perfect medium roast. 

Meanwhile, Lucas sat scrolling through his phone, scouring the internet for ideas for a tattoo that he was never going to get. 

Just as the timer rang, signaling the end of the roast, his phone clock ticked to seven-thirty, giving him exactly fifteen minutes to cool the beans, store them away, run a brush through his hair, and walk out the door. Kelsey Hinton, his best friend since third grade, had invited him downtown for a Friday night drink and a quick bite to eat.

Her job as a corporate accountant had her buried in post-season cleanup, untangling the mess tax season left behind. He hadn’t expected her to look up from her computer, let alone invite him to sit and unwind at The Landing. Unless, of course, after an already long season, a night of beer and food was exactly what she needed.

Having left on time, Lucas’s steps were unhurried as he made his way down the worn cement sidewalk toward the busy oceanside strip of downtown Oak Harbor. Even from a distance, the warm, welcoming lights of The Landing could be seen spilling out through the plate glass windows. 

He waved to a few familiar faces as he continued his walk toward The Landing. Every now and again he'd stop to exchange pleasantries with some of his regulars who happened to be out and about on a warm spring night. He didn’t mind the delays. These people were the heartbeat of his town.

“Sorry I’m late,” Lucas said loud enough to be heard over the crowd of bar patrons as he slid into the stool beside Kelsey. She had used her giant purse to save the seat for him. Her half empty wine glass sat beside a plate of potato skins with several pieces missing. Flicking a quick glance at the clock above the bar, he asked, “How long have you been here?” It was only five minutes past their scheduled meeting time.

Before she could answer, Gage, the bartender, caught his eye. 

“Summer ale,” Lucas said.

“Good choice,” Gage replied. “Tall one?”

Lucas nodded, then turned his attention back to Kelsey. “Did you get here early, or what?” 

“About twenty minutes ago,” she said, sliding the plate of potato skins in his direction. “It’s been a long week. Work is ridiculous right now with my new boss taking over.” She made a noise that was part sigh and part grunt, then lifted her glass and took a good, long sip that could more accurately be described as a gulp. “I think I’m leaving,” she said. Her eyes trained on the base of the glass as she sat it down on the glossy wood bar. “I just don’t think I can work for that friggin’ guy.”

Kelsey’s job as an accountant was as big a part of her identity as owning the Harborside Café was Lucas’s. The fact that she was considering quitting was huge. Even with the whirlwind pace and high pressure of tax season, Kelsey came alive under the stress. Her new boss must be a real jerk to have her thinking of quitting.

“OK,” he said slowly, accepting the beer from Gage with a nod of thanks. “Then what?” he asked. “What do you do next?”

Kelsey’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t have a clue.” She sighed a deep, soul-weary sigh. “Maybe I’ll just move back home with my parents until I figure something out.”

Lucas chuckled, remembering back on how badly Kelsey had needed to get out of her parents’ house after college. There was no way moving back home would be a good situation—for any of them. Kelsey’s parents were nice people, but they tended toward the overprotective side and Kelsey never stopped complaining about the twenty-four/seven coddling and intrusion into her personal life.

“What are you laughing at?” she said, throwing him a wicked side-eye, which only made him laugh harder.

“I’m laughing at you, you dummy,” he said. “On what planet is moving back home with Ally and Mike Hinton a good idea? Because it’s not this one, that’s for damn sure.”

Her wine glass empty, she grabbed Lucas’s beer and took a swig of that. After sliding it back to him, she sat upright and swept her long, dark hair over her shoulders, then said, “You know what? You’re right. Moving home isn’t an option.” 

Then, as if that burning flicker of hope had been doused with a bucket of ice water, Kelsey’s head dropped, and her shoulders fell again. “What am I supposed to do instead, though?” She picked up a potato skin and tore off half of it in one bite. Through a mouthful of food, she said, “I can’t keep working there.”

Lucas gently bumped her shoulder with his own. “That’s easy,” he said. “You’re the best at what you do, right? Maybe it’s time to stop doing it to make money for other people.”

Her eyes were round and glassy as she peeled them away from Gage. “What are you saying, Wade? That I should go into business for myself?”

“Look, Hinton,” Lucas said, wrapping a brotherly arm around her shoulder, “I don’t know how client relationships work in your business, but if you can’t take your clients with you when you leave, maybe it’s time to start building up some business on the side. And then when you finally do quit—”

“It’s going to feel freaking amazing,” she interjected.

“Damn right it will. And when you do, you’ll hit the ground with both feet,” Lucas said. “You can hang out your shingle, Hinton Accounting, and people will start coming in because you’re fantastic at what you do. Until then,“ he whispered, “I can be your first clandestine client.”

Kelsey leaned her whole body away from him, but stared him dead in the eye. “You. Are. Such. A. Dork,” she said with a laugh. “Seriously, though. You want me to be your accountant?”

Up until he’d opened his mouth, he’d had no need for a new accountant, but Kelsey was desperate, and Lucas had always preferred running his business to doing his books. “Look,” he said, “I am seriously shit at doing my taxes. I try to keep good records and do all the right things but I’m sure I’m missing out on a ton of shit.”

Her mouth dropped open then her lips turned up into a smile. “How did I forget that you do your own books?”

“I’m guessing because remembering that would have added heaps and heaps of stress to your already overly stressed life every single day?”

With a giggle, Kelsey rested her head on his shoulder, a sure sign that her wine was doing its job. “Would you really hire me to do your books?”

He sipped from his beer and took the uneaten half of another potato skin out of her hand and stuffed it in his mouth, savoring the cheesy, bacon-y goodness. “The way I see it, Kels, you need the clients, and I really need to not be trying to figure out my own taxes.” 

“You might be onto something, you know,” Kelsey said, quickly sitting upright, so that no parts of their bodies were touching, right as Gage turned his attention to them. She adjusted her napkin, then to Gage, said, “Yes, please,” when he pointed toward her empty wine glass.

“Why don’t you ask him out?” Lucas said under his breath after Gage had moved down the bar to help another patron.

“Are you crazy?” she said after another, much smaller, sip from her wine glass. “Look at him.” Her eyes roamed the bartender from top to bottom and back up again. “There’s no way that guy’s single.”

Lucas shrugged. “I have no idea, but I’m friends with his boss so it wouldn’t be hard to find out.”

Kelsey gave his hand an energetic squeeze. “You are the best friend I could ever ask for.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” he said, then clinked his beer glass to the edge of her wine glass.

“Thanks,” she said. After an extended pause, she added, “But what about you? What about your love life?”

Lucas laughed into his beer glass and had to wipe away a drip from the corner of his mouth. “My nonexistent love life, you mean? What about it?”

“I mean, why is it still nonexistent?” She gave him a similar once over but without the same intentions that she’d given Gage. “You’re decent enough to look at—”

“Wow, thanks.”

Laughing, she brushed away his sarcasm. “I’m serious, Lucas. You’re cute. You’re successful. You’re the nicest nice guy I’ve ever known. You have a great business and a great condo.“ She jokingly rubbed her fingertips along his bicep. “And you’re not the grossest looking guy I’ve ever known.” She took another sip of wine. “So, the question of the day is, how do we find a girl for you?”

As if finding someone, and not just any someone, but the right someone, was as simple as being a good looking, successful, nice guy. 

“Who says I need to find a girl?” he countered. “Maybe I’m happy being a successful nice guy who isn’t gross to look at.” His tone was light, and he hoped he was giving off the right vibe to keep Kelsey from trying to hook him up with some friend of hers. Not that she had many friends he didn’t already know, but every now and then she surprised him by trying to give him the number of a woman she met at her book club or someone who was in line behind her at the grocery store.

“I’m sure you’re very happy,” she said as her eyes landed on Gage again. “But since you offered to find out if he’s single, the least I can do is return the favor.”

“I can find my own dates you know,” he said. “I don’t need you to return any favors.”

With an exasperated sigh, she said, “If you can find your own dates, why don’t you then?” She didn’t let him answer, just kept on talking. “I’ll tell you why. It’s because you compare every single woman you meet to the ghost of a high school sweetheart.”

“What? You’re out of your mind, Hinton.”

“I’m not.” Her second glass of wine was beginning to make itself known as she pushed him into territory he’d rather not enter. “You’ve dated a handful of women over the last couple years and not one of them was good enough for you. Because not one of them was the girl who ripped the heart out of your chest and stomped it into the dirt before she moved away and never talked to you again.” She held him with a foggy gaze. “That’s fucked up, Wade.”

“First of all,” Lucas said as he took the wine glass from her hand and put it down on the bar before she could take another sip. “You’re talking shit because you’re stressed and you’re drinking.”

Kelsey took her glass back, sipped, placed it delicately on the bar. “You’re right. I am stressed out. But I am not talking shit because I’m drinking. I’m just being more honest because I’m drinking.”

Lucas opened his mouth to protest but she quieted him with one glance. “If you think I’m talking shit, then take me up on my offer to set you up with someone,” she said before she took another sip of wine.

Because the restaurant was full of patrons, they decided to order and eat their dinner at the bar. Thankfully, Kelsey let the idea of fixing him up with some random female drop once her veggie burger with extra fries landed in front of her. The additional glass of wine didn’t hurt either.

Lucas slipped his credit card across the bar toward Gage and with her delayed reaction time, Kelsey couldn’t stop him. “Lucas! I invited you. That means I’m supposed to pay. That’s how this works.” She huffed out an exaggerated sigh. “I guess that means I have to put in some extra effort and find someone really good to set you up with.”

“How about this,” Lucas said, chuckling at her refusal to let the subject drop. “You are in no condition to drive home right now, so I’ll drive you home in your car and then you can forget this whole conversation ever happened. Sound like a plan?”

“It’s a crap plan,” she said, frowning. “Besides, how will you get home?”

He lifted one foot from the cross bar of the stool. “It’s the whole reason I have feet.”

With a drunk giggle, Kelsey laughed. “Fine. I’ll let you drive me home. But what I will not do is forget this conversation.”


      [image: ]The following afternoon, once the midmorning Saturday rush had come and gone, leaving the café dotted with its regular coffee-sipping, laptop-working, and book-reading customers, Lucas washed his hands, tossed his apron onto a wall hook, and pushed through the swinging doors from the back of the café.

Kelsey’s teasing words from the night before were still bothering him. It wasn’t the words themselves. Hell, she’d been giving him shit about his abysmal girlfriend situation for ages. Lucas’s real issue was the unspoken truth that ran beneath her words. It irked him, how something that happened so long ago, practically another lifetime, still held him back. His life felt split: one foot in the present, the other stuck stubbornly in the past.

“I’m heading out to stretch my legs,” he said to Ronny on his way out the door. “Be back in half hour or so.”

Ronny had been working for him at the café for the past few years and never batted an eye when Lucas would occasionally run an errand in between customers. From where he crouched behind the counter restocking to-go cups and lids, Ronny sent him off with a quick wave. “Find another employee or two while you’re out!”

Lucas was still smiling when he walked into the tattoo parlor a couple doors down. Silas Frost had been running Tattoos by Frost since Lucas was in high school, when his mother had forbidden him from “ruining his body with permanent marks.”

“Hey, man,” Lucas said as he walked through the shop’s front door.

Silas looked up from his perch on a stool behind the counter. The walls behind him were covered in various options of tattoo art. Everything from single daisies and roses, to portraits, to X-rated outlines of male and female anatomy vied for attention. Hell, Silas himself was a walking canvas.

“Luke! What’s up, brother?” Silas said as he stood, closing the paperback he’d been reading. “You finally here to get inked?” 

“Nah,” Lucas said. “Not quite yet. I just wanted to come in and see if this is something you could do.” He pulled out his phone and scrolled to the image he’d saved, then handed the phone to Silas. “Or something like it,” he added. “I just love the feel of this one.”

Having grown up so near to the coast and now having his business on the main street of the waterfront town, the ocean was a way of life for Lucas. Day trips to the beach as a child, bonfires with friends as a teenager, and countless fishing trips with his favorite uncle throughout his life imbued a sense of awe, love, and respect for the water that he wanted to express through a tattoo.

“That’s a lot of ink for your first one,” Silas said, manipulating the screen to make the image larger. “But it’s beautiful,” he said. “I’d love to do something like this.” He handed back Lucas’s phone. “You seriously ready to do this?” 

Lucas looked back down at the screen, at the photo of the anatomical shape of a heart, redrawn entirely with blue, green, and teal-colored waves. It was literally a heart made of ocean, and it captured Lucas’s feelings perfectly. He just wasn’t sure if he was one hundred percent ready to commit those feelings onto his body for the rest of his life. 

“I think so,” he said, catching Silas’s eye again. “How long would it take you to draw something like this?”

“Few days to get it right,” Silas said.

“How long to get the actual tattoo?”

Silas wobbled his head side-to-side, considering the question. “Something like this… probably four to five hours.”

Lucas’s stomach knotted.

“Probably best to do it over a couple sessions, though,” Silas finished. “That’s a lot of detail and shading we want to get right.” He squinted, questioning Lucas with one pointed look.

“What?” Lucas said. “I’ve always wanted to get one. You know that.”

“Dude, you’ve been wanting one since you were a kid,” Silas said. “What’s changed all of a sudden?”

Lucas shrugged. “No time like the present, I guess.” No need to tell Silas about his conversation with Kelsey and the feeling of wasted opportunity that had been dogging him every waking second since she’d asked about his love life. Since nothing was happening on that front, at least he could finally get the tattoo he’d always wanted.

“All right, man, if you’re ready to do this, just give me a few days to come up with some sketches. I’ll hit you up when they’re done.”

Lucas used his walk back toward the Harborside to stretch his neck side to side, working out the deep tension that had seized his traps and his upper back as he contemplated getting his tattoo. To calm himself even further, he inhaled a deep breath of late spring air, its hazy warmth touched with the scent of ocean and fresh-cut grass. 

Just as he reached for the button to trigger the walk signal, a blue pickup truck on the other side of the road rolled through the intersection, the blond woman behind the wheel catching him off guard.

With his fingers still on the signal button, his entire body turned to follow the path of the truck. There was no way it could have been Hannah Murphy, but it sure as hell looked like her. As if the woman felt the weight of his stare, she turned and caught Lucas’s eye. It wasn’t Hannah. A surge of disappointment blended with the burn of embarrassment at looking like a creep as the woman quickly turned her eyes back to the road in front of her.

It was official. He was losing it. 

Lucas needed to get his shit together and put Hannah out of his mind. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and fired off a quick text to Kelsey. 

Fine. If you know someone nice you can give them my number



Her response was surprisingly quick for someone who most likely was still in bed with a killer hangover.

I’m on it!!!!!



Before he could stop himself, he sent back:

that’s what she said



He laughed when her reply came through:

we are not friends anymore










  
  

Hannah
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Three days. That’s how long it had taken her to drive almost the entire eastern seaboard from Jacksonville, Florida to Oak Harbor, Maine. 

It was also how long she’d been able to spend decompressing from the shitshow her life had become before her mother decided it was time for her to stop moping and “move on.”

“Enough is enough,” Gaelen said, as she stood, arms crossed, in the doorway to Hannah’s bedroom. 

Of course, like all the bedrooms she and her brothers used to call their own, hers had been repurposed over the years as her mother had seen fit. While the boys’ rooms had been turned into a crafting room, a library, and two guest rooms, Hannah’s room had undergone a transformation into the perfect little girls’ bedroom at Grandma’s house.

The wall that now held shelves with little unicorn statutes and multicolored bead pictures used to be home to Hannah’s shrine to Imagine Dragons. There was now a child size table and two short bookshelves in the corner of the room where she used to sack out and listen to music on her first iPod from the comfort of her purple plastic blow up chair.

Thankfully, her mother had upgraded her old twin bed to a much nicer queen size. A new twin bed had been set up along the wall beneath the shelves. It had been made up with white cotton sheets adorned with little purple flowers and a purple, pink, and white patterned quilt that matched the one on Hannah’s bed. From the looks of it, the nieces spent a lot of time at the house.

“That bonehead leaving you was the best thing he’s ever done for you, Hannah Joy,” Gaelen said. “Aside from being a drain on your bank account and your psyche, what exactly did he offer in the relationship?”

Ouch. Her mother’s words were true but that didn’t mean they weren’t hurtful.

Hannah flipped down the comforter under which she’d been pretending to be asleep and stared into her mother’s narrowed gaze. Just to be a smartass, Hannah said, “He showed me how important it is for a girl to have a decent selection of vibrators.”

If Hannah was waiting for Gaelen to be shocked, she would be waiting forever. She’d forgotten how difficult it was to rattle a woman like Gaelen, who had spent the better part of her life raising Hannah and her four older brothers.

Gaelen snorted. “Like the ones in your backpack?”

Hannah pulled the covers back over her head. “Jesus, Ma. How the hell do you know what’s in my backpack?” Her voice was muffled through the fabric, and she realized she needed to get up and brush her teeth.

In her matter-of-fact way, Gaelen said, “I was putting away your laundry and grabbing up the dirty clothes from the floor in the closet and I saw that you still hadn’t unpacked your bag. I thought I’d help you out. And then I opened it.”

“Mother…”

“Oh, grow up, Hannah. It’s nothing new to me.”

Hannah groaned.

“You seem to forget the things I’ve seen after raising a house full of boys.”

“No, no, no,” Hannah mumbled through the comforter. “Please stop talking.” With a resigned sigh, she flung the covers off, sat up, and threw her legs over the side of the bed. She shook her head, staring at the floor. “I don’t want to know,” she said. “Those are my brothers, and I need to be able to look them all in the eyes this week. Please, for the love of God, don’t finish that thought.”

When Hannah peeked over at her mother still in the doorway, Gaelen cracked a tiny smile. “Dad’s party is getting closer and there’s still a lot I need to get done. Is there any way you could help me out this morning? I’ve got to run out for a meeting with the event staff that’s coming in to help out, but I still need to confirm the breakfast order for the following morning. Would you mind taking Chester and Clark out for their walk and then running down to the Harborside Café and squaring that away?”

Since all her kids were grown and out of the house, Gaelen had adopted two Siberian Huskies to take their place. Hannah had quickly learned that taking them both for a walk at the same time counted as her cardio for the day.

“Sure,” Hannah said. “Let me just grab a quick bite and I’ll take them out.” The rest of her mother’s words slowly filtered through her morning brain fog. “Why am I squaring away breakfast for the day after the party?”

“Oh,” Gaelen said. “I told everybody to plan on sleeping here the night of the party. Mostly because your brothers will be drinking all day. Anyway, since Dad and I will be gone before you all wake up and so nobody has to worry about making breakfast, I’d like to have coffee and bagels brought in.” With a quick wave and a mischievous smile, Gaelen turned and left. 

Hannah threw on some workout clothes and made her way to the kitchen, where the giant puddles of fluff her mother called dogs waited patiently for her, though it looked as if it pained them greatly not to be sharing Hannah’s breakfast. After a furtive glance to make sure her parents weren’t around, she broke off a couple pieces of toast and tossed one to each of the dogs. Once she finished the rest of her toast and washed it down with a few mouthfuls of coffee, she grabbed the leashes from the counter where her mother had left them.

Chester and Clark hurried to their feet and padded over to the sliding doors to the backyard. “Not today, doggos,” Hannah said as she finished tying her sneakers. “Let’s go this way instead.” Their nails practically cut a trench from the back door to the front, where Hannah attached their leashes, then stuffed her house key into the waistband pocket of her leggings.


      [image: ]Despite the damp chill of the morning air, by the time Hannah and the dogs had finished their run, sweat poured down her face, soaking through her shirt and dripping from her forehead in big drops. She’d forgotten how much easier it was to run when you lived in a place that wasn’t hot all the time. And for her first run since she’d been back in Maine, she may have overdone it. As exhausted as Hannah was, the dogs looked like they could have kept going for hours as they reached the driveway and Hannah slowed to a walk.

“Nice,” a voice said, drawing her attention to the figure sitting on the front porch. The dogs strained at their leashes to get to Hannah’s brother, Jesse. “Good to see you’re staying in shape, and you didn’t get soft by giving up your training,” he said.
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