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      Dominic Dunn hit his turn signal and waited for a family of five to cross the sidewalk before he turned into the Carolina Cove Inn lot and parked, dread filling his stomach. Just the sight of the happy families and tourists wandering the sidewalks, lounging on restaurant patios, and enjoying the lively Saturday night left him angry. He should've ignored the letter. Ignored his next-door neighbor and best friend, ignored his boss and coworkers who said he had to honor Lisa's last request and come here.

      "Mister? You gonna get out?"

      The boy's voice startled Dominic and he turned to see a kid around eight years old watching him. The salt-air breeze blowing through the open windows of his car brought with it the smell of fried foods from the restaurants nearby, and seagulls squawked as they flew overhead.

      "Mister?"

      "Yeah," Dominic said, only then realizing he'd pulled into a parking place and was literally sitting there with his foot on the brake as he debated his choices of whether to throw the new car in reverse and floor it to get out of Carolina Cove as quickly as possible… or stay the prepaid two weeks Lisa had booked for him before her death.

      "Doesn't look like it. Are you drunk?"

      A rough-sounding chuckle left his chest. "Do you get a lot of drunk people here?"

      "Sometimes."

      "I see. Well, I'm not drunk. Just trying to decide if I want to stay here."

      "Oh. You got a reservation?"

      Did the kid ever stop asking questions? A memory formed, that of his son, Elijah, at the same age. "Yeah, I do."

      "Then why don't you wanna stay?"

      Dominic glanced at the clock and noted the time. If he left now, he'd add another six hours to his drive from Atlanta. Not how he wanted to spend what was left of the day. Maybe he should spend the night and head back to Atlanta first thing in the morning? "You've convinced me. I guess I will stay."

      "I'll show you the way to the office."

      "Do your parents know you're out here near the street? You're awfully young to be wandering about on your own."

      The kid’s shoulders squared and he lifted his chin to a defiant angle.

      "I'm almost ten."

      He looked younger, maybe because of his small stature. "Well, almost ten or not, there are a lot of strangers milling around, and it's not safe for kids these days. Are you visiting?" He sounded like an old man talking about "the good old days" but it was true. What kind of parent just let their kid wander the streets in a beach town full of people, some of whom probably waited on the opportunity to grab a kid and head out of town?

      "No. I live here. You coming or not?"

      The kid had spunk, Dominic had to give him that.

      He rolled up the windows of the Porsche 911, killing the powerful engine with another press of a button. He felt a little conspicuous driving the flashy car, but he had to admit he loved the power. Just like Lisa knew he would.

      He opened the door and climbed out of the low vehicle, yet another thing to get used to after driving a family-friendly SUV for so many years.

      "Wow. You're tall. My mom is too. I hope I'm tall when I grow up."

      Dominic locked the car and fell into step behind the boy. "I see the sign for the office. You can head home if you like."

      "No. I need to check in anyway." The kid turned around and walked backward, rolling his eyes in classic kid fashion. "Or my mom will freak out and call the police again."

      Again? "Does that happen a lot?"

      "Her calling the police or freaking out?"

      "Take your pick."

      "Yeah."

      Yeah to… both? Dom bit back another chuckle. Given the kid's intrepid personality, he probably kept his mom busy.

      The kid flipped face-forward and Dom watched as the boy ran up the two steps leading to the office. He yanked open the door.

      "Mom! Reservation!"

      Dom noted the wide southern porch with its rocking chairs and a few chairs and tables before he followed the kid inside, well able to see why Lisa had liked the inn so much if the porch and office interior were anything by which to judge. It was her style of decorating. Beachy but understated.

      The office walls were a soft gray with blue and sand-colored accents. There was a comfortable-looking couch and chair in the waiting area, a rope swing hanging from the ceiling in front of a painted mural of the beach and ocean behind, and on the opposite side, a coffee bar, popcorn machine, and snack area with a couple of parlor-type tables and chairs.

      "Mom!"

      "Samuel, how many times have I told you? No yelling. Inside voice," a woman stated as she appeared from a hallway behind the chest-high desk.

      Dominic stilled, uncomfortable with the stomach-punching fact he found her beautiful. He'd guess her age to be early to mid-thirties, tall like her son said, at around five eight. Her auburn hair was scooped back and held at her nape, but curly tendrils framed her face and highlighted striking eyes that matched the blue of the ocean painting behind the check-in area.

      "But, Mom, you have a reservation and sometimes don’t hear me."

      "A— Oh,” she said, locking gazes with Dominic. “Sorry about that. Welcome to Carolina Cove Inn. I'm Ireland Cohen, the manager."

      He forced himself to focus on her name rather than her beauty. "Ireland? Like the country?"

      "Yes."

      "Unusual name."

      "Unusual family," she said by way of explanation. She flashed them both a smile. "I hope I didn't keep you waiting too long?"

      "Not at all. Samuel kept me company."

      "Mom, you should see his cool car! I'll bet it goes really fast. Does it?"

      "It does."

      "Maybe you'll take me for a ride sometime?"

      "Samuel."

      "I'm leaving tomorrow."

      "Oh."

      "And even if he wasn't, Samuel, that's not something you ask our guests. We've talked about this, remember?” the boy’s mother said while sliding her son a stern glare.

      "Yes, ma'am."

      Samuel glanced at Dominic and rolled his eyes, and yet again Dom found himself stifling a chuckle. And wondering at the last time he'd laughed so much in such a short span of time. "Tough break, kid."

      "Let's get you checked in. Name?"

      "Dominic Dunn."

      "Domin—"

      His name ended with a gasp and Ireland's eyes filled with tears. She blinked rapidly and managed to keep them from falling, but in that instant, he knew she recognized him—and knew his reason for being there.
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      Ireland bit her tongue in an attempt to pull herself together. She blamed her emotional reaction on the stress of the day, but she knew the tears were really the raw reality of life. "I'm sorry. My night manager had an emergency and I-I just got here. I hadn't had a chance to look at the reservation list or I would've— I-I'm so, so sorry for your loss."

      Dominic Dunn stood before her looking every bit the sad, weary man Lisa had claimed he would be. Tall, with a bit of silver starting to shine at his temples due to the overhead lights, he looked physically fit but worn, the lines around his eyes and forehead deep despite a year's distance from the tragedy of Lisa’s death.

      A copy of Lisa Dunn's obituary had been sent to her by the friend who had traveled with Lisa to Carolina Cove after Lisa's diagnosis. The news was both sad and informative because it meant Lisa's plan for her beloved husband was going into play. And now… now Dominic Dunn stood before her, six foot plus of mourning male, and Ireland felt sadness and anger and jealousy, even envy, all balled up in a horrible mix.

      "Thank you. I take it you know whatever arrangements Lisa made?"

      His words dragged her out of the quagmire of her mind, and she nodded and cleared her throat of the emotional lump.

      That she did. On the last day of her stay, Lisa had come to Ireland and asked to schedule a reservation for one year after her death. Lisa had wanted to do something for her husband like what she'd seen in a movie, where the dying husband planned surprises for his wife to help her recover from his passing. Lisa's friend would inform Ireland of Lisa's passing and that would set the clock, so to speak. She'd paid in advance. And left a letter to be given to her husband after his stay was completed.

      "Mom? What's wrong? You look weird."

      She cleared her throat again and gave Samuel a look she hoped would silence him, at least momentarily. "Samuel, be still. Um… Let me just…" She quickly pulled up the reservation and got Dominic checked in, swiping key cards for his use along with printing a parking sheet for his car. "You're in the suite. Room three hundred. There's an elevator located right there," she said, pointing it out, "or you can take the stairs outside. The suite has a sitting area, small kitchenette, and large balcony. This is a parking confirmation," she said, holding up the paper. "Just place the notice on your dash when you're here so you don't get towed. Unfortunately parking is an issue this time of year and people try to take advantage."

      "No problem."

      "You have coffee in your room, but we also have it here, as you can see, as well as snacks you can purchase. If you want something a little more substantial, you can order in or take the hallway to the right of your door and go to the pier house. Just don't forget your key card to get back into the door because otherwise you'll have to come all the way around and enter here through the office, which closes at ten p.m. The pier house is open twenty-four hours, and I've included a list of local restaurants and our favorite coffee shop."

      "My aunt London owns the coffee shop," Samuel said.

      "Ireland and London?"

      "Unusual family," Ireland repeated, a smile replacing some of the sadness and anger she'd felt since learning his identity. "All of my sisters were named after the place they were conceived."

      Despite the fatigue he wore like his travel-wrinkled clothes, Dominic smiled. He was handsome when he smiled.

      "How many sisters?"

      "There are five of us in all."

      He whistled softly. "Our two were a handful. I can't imagine five. What are their names?"

      "Ireland, London, Holland, Frankie—France—and Carolina," Samuel quickly said, ticking off their names on his fingers. "Cool, huh?"

      Dominic pierced her with his dark-eyed gaze, his amusement crinkling the crow's feet around his eyes. "Military family or world travelers?"

      "Military," Samuel said as he swiped a package of peanut butter crackers from the display. "My grandpa is a colonel."

      "A retired colonel, and I saw that," she said.

      "I'm hungry."

      "You're always hungry but those are for the guests. Your snack is in the back."

      "Hand me a couple of those, would you, Samuel?"

      Samuel did as Dominic requested, and he placed them on the counter.

      "How much?"

      "Two dollars." Dominic pulled several ones from his wallet to give to her before handing one of the packages to her son. "Oh, you don't have to—"

      "Thanks! These'ns are my favorite."

      "You're welcome, and they're mine, too. Thanks for showing me the way to the office."

      Knowing she'd look bad to insist Samuel give the treat back, she filled a small bag with the parking notice, check-in information, local events and times, and general information and handed it to Dominic across the counter. "Thank you—for the snack. And welcome to the Inn—for however long you decide to stay with us."

      Dominic took the bag from the counter and added the package of crackers before heading out of the door. She watched him go and waited several seconds after the door shut before rounding the desk and looking out the window.

      "Can I play video games now?"

      Her eyebrows rose when she spotted the "cool car" Samuel had mentioned. That definitely qualified as a cool car, but she could only imagine the cost. Her eleven-year-old Honda might look a little rough, but she liked not having a car payment. Hilda the Honda had kept her safe all this time, and she was grateful to have such a reliable vehicle.

      "Mom?"

      "Yeah."

      "I can? Yesss!"

      "Wait, what?" She glanced at Samuel over her shoulder. "I said yes because you said my name. What did you ask?"

      "If I can play video games now."

      "First tell me why you left baseball practice early. I thought today was the party? Isn't that why I sent drinks?"

      Samuel lifted his bony shoulder in a shrug. "It was boring."

      "You say Aunt London's coffeehouse is boring, but you spent most of the day there."

      "It is but it's not as boring."

      "Sammy, if something is going on, you can tell me. Did something happen at practice?"

      "No."

      "Then why did you leave?"

      "I just wanted to. And Aunt London said she likes me helping her at the coffee shop."

      "I'm sure she does."

      "So can I go play now?"

      She crossed her arms over her front and nodded, knowing her son held something back but unsure as to how to get him to talk about it. Talking wasn't something Samuel shied away from, but talking about his feelings? That was another story. Maybe she should call the coach tomorrow and just… check in?

      With Samuel in the back room, her gaze returned to the busy streets of Carolina Cove and the parking lot outside. Sammy had gotten out of school for the summer last week, and the tourist season had hit like a color-blasted, flip-flop-wearing bomb had gone off, filling the otherwise small town with crowds.

      Dominic finished placing the parking sheet beneath his windshield and now removed a carry-on suitcase. Once the car was locked, however, he simply stood there, bag in hand, and stared up, either at the upper floors of the inn or the sky. She wasn't sure which. But his expression…

      Oh, she knew that look. She'd felt that look. Recognized the pose because she'd done much the same the day she'd packed her car and Samuel and showed up on her parents' doorstep, heartbroken, reeling, and as lost as Dominic looked right now.

      She hugged her arms tighter around her front and tried to pretend it was because of the air conditioning blowing over her.

      Life was hard. Hurt was deep. Death inevitable.

      But she'd still argue the death of a spouse was easier to accept than having the man she’d loved, the man who’d promised her a lifetime of love, make the conscious decision to rip her heart out because of another woman.
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      Early the next morning, Dominic tossed his Dopp kit into his bag and zipped it closed. He grabbed the handle to lift it from the bed only to pause. Lisa had put a lot of thought and love into planning this trip, and after getting some much-needed sleep, he felt bad about cutting it short. But who wanted to go on a beach vacation alone? Had she thought of that? When Lisa had set the trip up, she'd been there with her best friend from grade school. She'd had someone to do all of the things she'd mentioned doing in the letter whereas he… didn't.

      He groaned aloud and lowered his chin to his chest. The least he could do was take a quick look around instead of loading up and heading out before the summer traffic thickened as vacation weeks ended while others began.

      His stomach growled loudly.

      He'd made do with the crackers purchased for himself and Samuel and the remainder of a bottle of water bought at his last gas stop before the bridge into Wilmington. Now his belly ached with hunger, and something about being in this place Lisa had loved so much made him want to go out and explore a bit to find out why. Walk until he found the peace she'd discovered here after her prognosis had changed from bad to terminal.

      He turned and grabbed his key card from atop the dresser where he'd left it last night. Food. A walk. Then he'd leave.

      Outside, humidity saturated the air in a taste of what the day had in store, but the sun was shining and it looked to be beautiful.

      He glanced over the open walkway to the inn's office below, his gaze lingering on the entry door. The manager's teary response to his identity as Lisa's husband had humbled him, but it wasn't the first time someone had shown that reaction. Lisa had that kind of an impact on people. On him. And not a day went by that he didn't ask himself why her and not him. Why her at all?

      Not liking the endless spiral his mind was taking, he shoved himself away from the weathered railing and headed toward the door at the end of the long walkway. Quite a few people walked or jogged the streets, along with fishermen pulling carts of supplies behind as they headed toward the pier house.

      Dominic pushed through the door to the stairs on the other side, and a minute later, he entered the pier house behind one of the fishermen.

      Despite the early hour, a few kids and adults played billiards and video games in the far-right corner of the large building. Parlor tables like those in the inn’s office were scattered in the middle around a walk-up food-order area, and T-shirts and knickknack gifts were stacked floor to ceiling everywhere in between. On his left were more items for sale, and ahead of him was the checkout counter, which also doubled as an ice cream bar. Signs posted the prices for fishing from the pier, rules, and answers to what he assumed were all of the other frequently asked questions.

      Dominic made his way over to the food-order counter and got a breakfast burrito and coffee to go.

      "Hi."

      He turned and found Samuel staring up at him, looking bright-eyed and raring to go. "Hey. Figured you'd be sleeping in this morning."

      "Hey, Sammy. I have your order ready. Gimme a sec, okay, hon?" the waitress said as she bagged another order.

      "Okay."

      "Do you have big plans for the day?"

      "If it doesn't rain, we might go fishing later after church."

      "That sounds like fun."

      He shrugged and Dominic followed Samuel's gaze over to where the kids played the machines with their fathers. An uneasy feeling filled his gut, but Dominic shied away from asking the obvious. Samuel's father's whereabouts were none of Dominic's business.

      "Here you go, sir. Sorry about the wait."

      "No problem." He'd already paid and tipped the waitress. "I thought I might eat on the pier," he said to Samuel to draw the kid's attention away from the corner. "Any advice on the best seat?"

      "Nah. They're all good. Just keep your food covered up or the birds will try to get it."

      "Good advice."

      "Here you go, Sam. Enjoy. And tell your mama I said hi."

      "I will. Thank you, Miss Lori."

      "You're welcome, hon. Have fun."

      "I like eating on the pier the best, but my mom likes to eat on the swings,” he said, continuing their conversation.

      "I see. Well, maybe she'll surprise you today."

      Once again Samuel's gaze was on the kids in the far corner, and Dominic noted Sam made eye contact with one of them before Sam stepped back behind Dominic like he tried to hide. "Friends of yours?"

      "They go to my school. I gotta go."

      Samuel gripped his food bag and headed toward the entrance. Dominic stood there a long moment. The door to the pier was in the opposite direction of the one Samuel had taken, but maybe he should take a peek outside and make sure Samuel made it to his mom okay? The kid had seemed upset, but the reason why could be as varied as the items for sale in the pier house.

      His kids were grown. Hallie was eighteen and studying abroad for the summer. Elijah had just turned twenty and was presently working an internship at a law firm in New York. It was one of the things he was grateful for with Lisa's passing, that their children weren't small and he wasn't faced with raising them alone. It had been hard enough handling her passing with them as young adults, but they'd managed. Somehow.

      Which made him wonder… What had happened to Samuel's dad?

      Back outside, the call of the birds and sound of crashing waves added to the music coming from the pavilion nearby. While he'd been inside, several men had begun setting up chairs, a sound system, and instruments.

      Several feet outside of the entrance, Samuel stood, head down, food bag gripped tight in his hand. "You okay, buddy?"

      Samuel straightened his shoulders at the sound of Dominic's query and nodded, but the sniffle gave him away.

      "Yeah. My mom’s waiting for me. Bye."

      Dominic watched as Samuel walked away, feet dragging and looking as downcast as he had inside when he'd spotted his friends and their dads. Dominic tracked Samuel’s slow trek to where his mother sat, the sight tugging Dominic’s heartstrings until he gave in to the invisible push he felt shoving him in their direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      Ireland had a mouthful of omelet wrap when Dominic Dunn approached and asked to join them. Short of breaking her no-talking-with-your-mouth-full rule, which Samuel would no doubt point out, she simply nodded and waved a hand for Dominic to take a seat along the four-foot-high railings separating the boardwalk swings from the dunes.

      "Thanks."

      "You wanna go to church with us?"

      Dominic had barely taken a seat when Samuel posed that question, and she noticed that Dominic paused as though he fought the urge to get right back up. "Sorry. Ignore him. I mean, you're welcome to join us, of course, but please don't feel pressured. Samuel, eat your sandwich and leave Mr. Dunn alone."

      Samuel looked saddened by the order, and her heart broke a little more. She wasn't oblivious. She'd seen Sammy wipe his eyes after leaving the pier house, and it wasn't but a few seconds later when the Gibson brothers and their father and uncle left the interior of the building for the pier's T. It didn't take a genius to figure out her son was hurting, but she was powerless to help him. Not in the way he wanted and needed.

      Sammy craved male companionship, but with her dad on vacation and her sisters each single, Sammy was surrounded by females who tended to baby him instead of allowing him to be a boy, herself included.

      Samuel watched his peers on the pier, but every now and again, he'd manage to get a bite in and chew. He ate by rote but showed little interest in his breakfast, the corners of his mouth pulling hard toward the ground.

      "Thanks for the invitation but… I plan to check out once I take a quick look around."

      "But—"

      "But we understand, don't we, Samuel? After all, not many people go to church when on vacation. It's a beautiful day to explore, too."

      "I didn't get a chance to look at the information you put in the bag last night. Do you have suggestions?"

      "Well, there's Fort Fisher, the aquarium, and the beach, of course. Lots of little shops and restaurants here, and in Carolina Beach. Wilmington is full of things to do, too. Did you have something specific in mind?"

      "No. Not really."

      Because he was so not interested in being here, she mused. The good mood she'd gotten up with this morning quickly dissipated in the face of Samuel's upset and Dominic's sorrow due to his wife's passing.

      What would it be like to be loved like that? To be mourned like that? Dominic was young, in his early forties at most, but it was obvious he'd loved Lisa dearly and that… That kind of love was precious. And rare.

      Over the last couple of years, she'd learned the signs. Signs she hadn't been able to see in herself and Rich at the time, but recognized in so many of the couples who came and went from the inn. The detachment and distance forming because of life and busyness, the lack of communication, and how so many spent more time staring at their phones than interacting with their families.

      She plucked at the paper wrap around her sandwich, lost to memories of her own and wishing she could go back to bed and start the day over again.

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, the music from the pavilion, crashing waves, and wind-carried voices filling the void.

      "Lisa told me about going to the beachside church service. Said she'd attended when she was here."

      Ireland was thankful for the dark sunglasses she wore because they allowed her to stare at Dominic's strong profile as he took in the preparations for the service. "She did."

      It was a memory Ireland would cherish of the woman who'd become her friend. She could close her eyes and picture Lisa standing in the pavilion, hands lifted, eyes closed, and head tilted back, singing praise even though she'd just received the worst news of her life.

      The memory brought a wave of sadness and clarity, creating a lump in her throat. Things might be difficult for her and Samuel but they could always be worse, and she needed to remember that.

      "Since I'm not planning to stay for the entire trip as she planned, maybe that's what I should do. Go in her honor."

      She wasn't sure if Dominic expected an answer from her or not, but when she opened her mouth to speak, she found her voice nonexistent thanks to the lump of emotion in her throat.

      "You should."

      "Samuel." After Dominic had disappeared from view with his suitcase, she'd gone in to check on Samuel and had a brief talk with her son about leaving Dominic alone due to his reasons for being there. In typical kid fashion, however, Samuel was of the opinion Dominic would want company rather than to be on vacation alone.

      Clearly a reminder was in order.

      Dominic laughed and shook his head as though thoroughly amused by Samuel rather than offended.

      "It's okay. And you said after church you were fishing, right?" Dominic asked Samuel.

      "Oh, I don't know—"

      "Mooom, it's Sunday. We always fish on Sunday."

      "Samuel," she said, her tone one of warning.

      "Well, we do."

      "Sometimes," she countered. "And sometimes we have to work in order to pay for the things that we want. Remember?"

      Samuel inhaled deeply and released a gusty sigh. "Mom says I gotta work at the inn and the coffee shop and my aunt Frankie’s garage if I want the new Mario game."

      "Ahh, that's a good rule. Your mom's right, buddy. My wife and I had a rule that if our kids asked for something that wasn't for a birthday or Christmas gift, they had to earn the money to get it. You value something more that way."

      "Is that still the rule since your wife died?"

      "Oh, my— Samuel. I am so sorry, Mr. Dunn—"

      "Call me Dominic. Please. And it's okay. It's a legitimate question, and, yes, it's still the rule. My daughter is a good example, actually. She wanted very badly to study abroad, but after a poor first semester her last year of high school because of her mom's death, she had to work extra hard to get her grades back up to qualify for the program, and get sponsors to help her go. Now she's there and really enjoying it."

      "Couldn't you have paid for her to go?"

      Dominic nodded. "I could have, and I did help quite a bit. But she was responsible for her grades, and that was the most important thing to attend to, so… she had to do her part if she wanted to go with her friends. You’ll find that once you do your part, the other things tend to fall into place."

      "Finish your breakfast, Samuel. It's almost time," she said, wadding up the paper wrapper from her sandwich and tossing it into the bag.

      "So do you mind? If I join you for church?"

      She was startled by the question, maybe a little more than she ought to be. "Not at all. It's come as you are. Everyone is welcome."

      "Even dogs," Samuel said.

      "Really?"

      "Yeah. There used to be a dog who prayed."

      "Um, Samuel, maybe—"

      "But she died."

      Ireland winced.

      "I see," Dominic murmured. "Well, I hate to hear that."

      Samuel nodded. "Yeah. It was sad. I'm sorry your wife died."

      "Thank you, Samuel. I appreciate you saying that."

      "Sammy, baby, it's time to finish up and let Mr. Dunn eat, okay?"

      "Okay. But… if I promise to get my work done later, before I go to bed, maybe Mr. Dunn could take me fishing? Please?”

      Ireland was in the process of taking a drink of her coffee when Samuel posed the question. She swallowed wrong with the shock of it and coughed repeatedly, the swing where she sat shaking with her movements.

      "You okay?"

      Eyes watering, she waved a hand in front of her face but couldn't get a decent breath. "Samuel." Cough. "I'm sure—" Cough. "Mr. Dunn is—" Cough, cough, cough. "Busy," she finished with a gasp.

      "Oh."

      "It's true, Samuel. If I'm going home, I need to get on the road as soon as the service is over."

      "But you said you were gonna look around. Can't you stay a little longer? Grandpa usually takes me but he's gone, and Mom sucks at it. Please?"

      Ireland sounded like a barking seal and people stared at her as they passed.

      Dominic stood and gently pounded on her back. "Are you okay?" he asked her again.

      As though finally realizing she sat there and literally struggled to breathe, Samuel's attention focused on her. "Mom?"

      She managed to get herself under control and removed her sunglasses to wipe the tears from her eyes, unable to do more than nod. Of all things for Samuel to do. Hadn't her talk with him last night done any good?

      "Samuel, take this and go buy your mom some water."

      "No. No, I'm fine. Really." She coughed some more, trying hard to stop but unable to completely. "I'm fine."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes. A-hem. Hmm-mmm." She had to clear her throat a few more times, but thankfully her eyes had stopped watering, allowing her to replace the sunglasses and put some distance between her and Dominic's compelling gaze. "Wrong pipe," she said.

      "So can we go fishing after church? Just for a little while? Please, Mom? Please, Mr. Dunn?"

      Dominic glanced at Samuel before turning his head toward the pavilion and then back at her.

      "If your mom says it's okay, it's fine with me.” To her, Dominic said, "Actually, fishing was one of the things Lisa suggested I do while I'm here so… I’d love to join you. That is, if you don’t mind me tagging along?"
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      An hour after the church service, Dominic stared over the railing of the pier at the sunlight glistening off of the water, the minister's sermon on forgiveness spiraling through his head once again.

      He'd done all he could to help and support Lisa, care for her, but he couldn't deny there was a part of himself that would always wonder if there wasn't something more that could've been done. If he could've found another doctor, another treatment. Just… more.

      "I'm sorry Samuel guilted you into changing your plans."

      Ireland's low murmur got carried away on the wind, and he turned to see her focused on the waves down below them. Samuel stood a few feet away, jerking his line and reeling it in yet again in typical impatient-kid fashion. "It's okay. I apologize for changing my plans again. I hope it doesn't mess with your reservations."

      "Not at all. You've got the suite for the next two weeks. It's yours whether you stay or go. Lisa wanted to make sure, if you changed your mind, that you could come back to it."

      Why? Why had Lisa done that? The car? The trip? What was the point? "Did she say anything to you? When she set this up? Tell you why?"

      They'd returned to the inn long enough to get fishing supplies, hats, and sunscreen, and now Ireland's long auburn hair draped over her shoulder in a thick braid. She wore a tank top and shorts with a turquoise ball cap that read Mermaid Hair Don't Care and the same pair of sunglasses from earlier that hid her eyes from him.

      "Not really. I remember her saying she knew you'd mourn. And she wanted to do something to help."

      "That's all she said?"

      "I mean, I have my own theories b—"

      "Which are?"

      She faced the water, head tilted to one side. "A lot of times, people come here when they feel… lost. I mean, it is land's end, like the sign back there says. So, they stare at the ocean and… something about the sounds and the smells seem to help people come to terms with whatever it is that's happened and, after a while, find acceptance."

      Acceptance. Not healing. Lisa had returned from the trip calmer than before she'd gone. She didn't cry as much or as often, smiled more. Seemed happy despite the fact her body was slowly killing her.

      He wasn't sure anything could ever give him acceptance for that. "You said you and your sisters are named for where you were conceived. And your parents and at least one sister are around, from what I've gleaned from conversation. Have you always lived here with them once your father returned stateside or…?"

      She inhaled and braced her flip-flopped feet on the lower rung of the railing. "Sort of. I moved away after I got married, but Sammy and I moved back two years ago…after my ex and I divorced."

      "I see. I'm sorry about that."

      "Me, too."

      "You didn't want a divorce?"

      "Not in the beginning. I fought it with every breath. But when it became obvious staying together just wasn't an option anymore, I"—a huff of a laugh left her chest—"came to the beach to stare at the ocean and wound up returning to stay."

      "Can't beat the view."

      "Got that right. There's just something about it, isn't there?"

      He'd never thought of the ocean or beach as anything more than a vacation destination, but sitting there for the last hour listening to the waves and birds and laughter of vacationers… Well, it was nice. Even though he was alone.

      Lisa had forced this trip on him because she'd known he wouldn't go anywhere other than on business trips, where he'd stay in his room and work after getting back from meetings or workshops. But in her letter, she'd mentioned wanting him to remember the years before responsibilities and long hours had overtaken his leisure time. Remember when he'd fished and driven a fast car and enjoyed the simple things in life.

      He shifted on the backless bench and leaned forward, coming to terms with his thoughts and the gift Lisa had bestowed.

      Life. Her letter had reminded him that he was living for them both now.

      "Sorry. Sammy never lasts very long out here when it's just me, so I stopped carting the chairs and drinks and all of the stuff people usually bring. I should've taken into consideration the fact there's another guy here. I'll make a run into the pier house and get us something to drink."

      She plopped her feet down onto the wood planks of the pier, but before she stood, he asked, "Where's Samuel's dad?"

      Had he not been looking down, he would've missed the sight of her hands tightening on the bench where they sat.

      "Rich is with his new family. He called and came to see Samuel the first few months after we separated, but we haven't… heard from him since the new baby was born six months into our separation."

      Her voice had lowered, but whether it was for the sharing of private information or because of the anger in her tone, he wasn't sure. "So he's nearby?"

      "Charlotte. Close enough to see his son but not enough to make the effort." She shoved herself up off of the bench. "I'm going to go get those drinks. Sammy? Stay put. I'll be right back."

      "Okay, Mom."

      Ireland walked away and Dom stood when he saw Samuel reel in the last of his line. Casting off the close confines of the pier meant keeping an eye out for people passing by who were more aware of the view than the possibility of being snagged by a hook.

      A large pelican landed not far from where they stood.

      "Hey, Pete."

      "I take it you know him?" Dominic was nearly as fascinated by the large bird as the pelican seemed to be with him. Pete blinked his beady eyes and opened his beak, spreading his wings.

      "Yeah, he's my friend. He does that so I'll feed him some bait."

      "Ah." Dominic watched as Samuel dug into their supply and found a few choice morsels. Sam tossed them toward Pete, who caught them with practiced ease. "Looks like he's used to getting fed."

      "Lots of people know Pete. My mom doesn't like talking about my dad."

      The change in topic left Dom a little behind. "You heard that, huh?"

      "Yeah. Catch it, Pete!" Sam tossed another piece of fish, and the pelican caught it and tilted his head back and worked to get it down. "Mom tries to do man stuff with me because my dad isn't around, but my grandpa is better at it."

      "Is that so?"

      "You're pretty good, too."

      Dominic laughed. "Well, thanks for the compliment."

      "You ever play baseball?"

      "Yeah, all through school. I coached my son's Little League team for a few years, too. Why do you ask?"

      Samuel shrugged. "No reason."

      "You sure about that?"

      Pete the Pelican saw bigger fish across the pier and took flight, flapping his wings and doing the same motions as he had when he'd first landed by them. People stopped to take photos.

      Samuel turned back to where he'd leaned his fishing pole and baited his hook.

      "My grandpa was going to help me learn how to throw a slider, but then he had to take my grandma on a trip for their anniversary since it was a big number."

      "A big number, huh? Do you know how many?"

      "Forty, I think. I heard my mom tell Aunt Frankie it was a big deal."

      "Being married that long is a big deal. Do they own the inn where your mom works?" He hated to seek information from a child, but they had to talk about something until his mom returned.

      "Yeah. They're kinda retired but not. My mom says grandpa will never retire because he'd get bored and he likes talking to the fishermen too much. Grandma says he likes looking at the girls on the beach, though."

      Dominic chuckled, sure it was probably a little of both. He could see where a man used to traveling and being around people all day would find retirement a drastic change. And the view was a bonus for any red-blooded male. "So you were asking me about baseball because you want to learn how to throw a good slider?"

      "Yeah."

      "Did you ask your coach?" He looked around to make sure the area was clear when Samuel brought the pole back to cast. With a fling of the rod, the bait went flying, and Dom knew if the kid could throw like he cast, he was a decent player for his age.

      "Yeah, but… Never mind. You won't be here anyways."

      "You know, it wouldn't take me long to teach you how to throw a good slider.”

      Samuel's expression made the change in plans worth the unease he felt at lingering in Carolina Cove and possibly taking advantage of the prepaid stay. The kid's face lit up, and he held the rod with one hand while pulling the other fist back in a boyish Yessss!

      "Well, what's got you so happy? Did you catch something?" Ireland asked.

      "No. But Dominic is going to stay longer. Isn't that great, Mom?"
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      "Will you stop worrying? They're fine," London said as she set a latte in front of Ireland. "Frankie can see them on the field from her garage, and she's keeping a sharp eye on them."

      "I know. And if I had even an inkling that Dominic Dunn wasn't the man Lisa claimed him to be, my son would not be hanging out with him. But you don't have kids. The worry never ends."

      "Yeah, well, I may not have kids but I get worrying about weirdos and pervs these days. You Googled, right?"

      "Of course."

      "So there you go. You know Frankie can and will take him down if she sees anything weird. And if you're that worried, you could walk down there and watch."

      She could. But Samuel had made a point of saying it was a “guy trip,” and she knew he needed the time without his mom hanging around. Knowing that didn't make doing it any easier to stomach though. "I know. It's just… I feel bad. The man isn't here to fish with my kid or teach him how to throw a ball."

      "Stop worrying. He obviously doesn't mind or he wouldn't have agreed. Besides, he's here alone, so maybe it's a good distraction from why, you know?"

      "Yeah, I guess." Ireland released a low groan and decided a change in subject was in order. "You haven't stopped glaring at the door. What's up with that?" She watched as her younger-by-two-years sister shrugged. "Uh-uh. Not buying it. Spill."

      "Fine. Right before you walked in, I heard that the hurricane may be changing course.”

      They’d had a few quiet years, but ever since the hurricane last year, London had been more weather-conscious, no doubt due to the weather’s impact on her business. “It’ll be okay. It’s still waaaay out there, which means it could change course a half-dozen times before making landfall.”

      London inhaled and sighed. “You’re right.”

      Ireland glanced around the coffee shop, taking in the wide array of offerings London displayed in an attempt to make her sales quota and lure in customers. In addition to coffee, ice cream, T-shirts, and books, the shop sold trinkets and postcards and locally made wares. “Everything changes when you own a business and live here, doesn’t it?”

      “Got to pay the price to live in paradise, right? So is he cute?"

      "Who?"

      "Seriously? Dominic Dunn, that's who. With a name like that he has to be cute. Is he?"

      "He's… yeah. Yeah."

      "That's it? Two yeahs and a shrug?"

      "That's it." Because what could she say? Lisa's husband was handsome.

      "You kill me."

      "What do you expect? The man is a guest at the inn, a widower mourning a sweet friend—"

      "The sweet friend who planned this whole weird thing why?"

      Good question. "I'm not sure. He asked me about it today, too. If I knew why. It is weird, right? I mean, yeah, there was a whole movie based on doing this kind of thing, and it was great, but it was fiction. This is real life. Who plans a trip for the one left behind a year later? Lisa was a wonderful person, but I don’t understand her thinking then or now. I mean, I don't know how I'd feel about it. It has to be painful. A reminder of everything lost because she's not here to enjoy it with him."

      "Maybe this is her goodbye gift?"

      "She's gone, Londy. She said goodbye a year ago."

      "Yeah, but maybe this is her last goodbye? As in, she planned this trip for him to one of her favorite places and she's going to tell him to move on. She left a letter for you to give him when he leaves, right?"

      Ireland glanced around them even though they were the only two people at the bar. "Shhh. That's a secret. I shouldn't have told you that. I was just so blown away at the time when she gave me the letter and left to go home that I had to tell someone."

      "And I've kept the secret. What you shouldn't have told me is where you put the letter for safekeeping. Do you know how badly I've wanted to steam it open and read it and the restraint it's taken not to?"

      "Note to self: move the letter," Ireland muttered as she lifted her coffee for a sip.

      "Mmm. Might be wise, especially considering he's actually here now and time is running out to know what it says."

      "Stop it. Can we talk about something else?"

      "Why? Come on, he's obviously a decent guy if he's up for church, fishing, and teaching your kid a baseball thing."

      "He might be but facts are facts—he's just visiting, so it doesn't matter. Plus, it could also be for show. You remember how Rich was always pretending to be such a good guy? He went to church, played dad to Sam, and seemed like such a great person. But when it came down to it, he wasn't what he presented himself to be."

      "You can't let that loser keep you from someone new, though."

      "I'm not."

      "Aren't you?"

      "All I'm saying is I don't trust my judgment anymore. And, again, Dominic is a guest, who is now leaving tomorrow instead of today thanks to my son's big blue eyes and request for help. He's not a local who'll be sticking around when the season is over, and even if he was, there's the obvious fact he is still mourning. The man's heart is broken. Anyone can see that."

      "Well, I actually wasn't referring to Dominic Dunn when I said that about someone new, but it's interesting that your mind automatically went there." London waggled her eyebrows up and down. "Maybe what Dominic needs is someone to heal the pieces, and who better to do that than someone who knows what it's like to have a broken heart?"

      "You never give up, do you?"

      "Just being straight with you." London leaned against the counter and tapped her nails against the polished surface. "What on earth?"

      The heat of the day had given way to a beautiful afternoon with cool eastern breezes, so London had opened one of the exterior doors to let the smell of freshly brewed coffee lure customers inside. However, her incoming customer had four paws and a wagging tail. "Friend of yours?"

      "No. Never seen this one before. And no leash? Hey, you. Who'd you escape from?"

      The golden retriever paused long enough to survey the surroundings and seemingly judge his welcome, spotted Rosie, and slowly padded across the floor for a sniff. Rosie eyed the much larger dog with a tilt of her chin and a few sniffs of her own before settling back down on her bed with a jingle of her bell-collar. The beautiful golden lowered himself to the floor beside the bed and Rosie, propped his chin on the cushion, and settled in as though preparing for a nap. "They certainly seem to know each other."

      "How? She's never outside without me, and sadly I remember dogs and their names better than I do people." London moved across the floor and squatted down beside the golden, petting his large head. "Maybe Rosie just knows he's a good boy? Yes, you are."

      Ireland laughed when London's voice went into doggy-talk mode. "Does he have a collar?"

      "Such a good boy. Yes, you are. Ah, there it is. You were hiding it with all that fur, weren't you? Huh? What's your name? Ooh, Rocco. Hey, Rocco. Where did you come from? Oh, good, there's a number."

      "I'm on it."

      London rattled off the digits while she continued to pet Rocco, and Ireland tapped them into her cell phone and waited for the call to connect. "No answer. I'll leave a mess—  Hi, I'm calling from London's Lattes to let you know your dog Rocco wandered in. We'll keep him here for you to pick up. Thanks."

      "Did the message give a name?"

      "No, it was one of those automated things."

      London continued petting the large dog and talking in doggy-voice while Rocco simply snuffled out a sigh and relaxed even more.

      "You think he's hungry?"

      Ireland sipped her drink and shrugged. "Doesn't seem to be. Just tired. At least he's not pestering Rosie."

      "Yeah, I know. Isn't that weird how they're just so…"

      "Calm? Yeah, totally. You're sure you don't remember him?"

      "Positive. But hopefully his owner will be in to get him soon." London ran her hand over the dog's head a few more times before standing and returning to the area behind the bar, where she washed her hands. "Now back to you."

      "What about me?"

      "Ireland, come on. When are you going to go on a date? You've been asked. I know you have."

      "Yeah, mostly by men out of earshot of their wives at the inn." It was amazing what men would say despite the ring on their finger. Added to what she'd been through with her ex and the divorce and she couldn't help but think finding a good man was like searching for that proverbial needle in a haystack. "I'm busy. It's tough being a single parent."

      "Which is all the more reason to date, so maybe one day you won't have to go it alone anymore."

      "Who has time? And why is this all about me? You've been asked out, too, but you're just as single as I am."

      "I date, though. When someone intrigues me," London added when Ireland shot her a disbelieving look. "Okay, fine, not many intrigue me enough to put forth the effort, I’ll admit, but I go when it happens. My point is that you haven't gone on a single date since you moved here. Nada. I don't have the backup support you have for the inn and pier house, but… I date. What's your excuse besides fear?"

      What was her excuse? Wasn't having her heart ripped out good enough? "You know I've always been… picky. Besides, I don't want to date just to have something to do on a Friday night. Dating should be about more than that."

      "Agreed. But before you can get to that something 'more,' there has to be an actual get-to-know-them date first. Right?"

      "I suppose. But Sammy requires all of the energy and attention I can—"

      "Mooom, guess what?" Samuel ran into the coffee shop through the open door, skidding to a halt in front of Ireland. "I did it! You gotta come watch me!"

      Ireland grinned at her son before shooting a purposeful glance at her sister. "See?"

      "Uh, yeah. I definitely see something."

      London's gaze wasn't on Ireland, though. Or Samuel. Ireland turned to see what London referred to and caught her breath as Dominic Dunn's broad shoulders filled the doorway. He stepped inside, and for the first time since he'd checked in last night, he wore a relaxed smile that highlighted his ruggedly handsome features.

      And all she could do was… see.
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      Dominic entered the coffee shop behind Samuel and smiled at the boy's enthusiasm. The kid had a great arm, and once he'd learned the mechanics, he'd improved with every throw.

      "You must be Dominic."

      He removed his sunglasses as he walked deeper into the building, taking the brunette's hand in his own. "London, right?"

      "That's right."

      "Cool! Whose dog?"

      Samuel ran over to where a large golden retriever stretched out on the floor beside a wiener dog wearing a turquoise skull-and-crossbones collar. London quickly explained the situation.

      "Can we keep him if his owner doesn't show up?"

      "His owner will show up," Ireland told her son. "It's only been a few minutes since we called to let them know where he is."

      "Ahhh, man," Samuel muttered, his disappointment obvious.

      "Hey, what happened to how excited you were just a second ago?"

      "And what kind of reaction is that when poor little Rosie is listening? You're going to hurt her feelings," London said to her nephew.

      "Sorry, Rosie." Samuel stopped petting the retriever long enough to stroke the small dog's long body a few times. "But you're not a big dog like this one. I bet he'd be good at fetching a Frisbee."

      "Hurtful," London said with a teasing wink at Samuel. "Good thing Rosie and I love you. You want some cold water?”

      "Yes, please."

      "Dominic? Would you like a drink?"

      "Uh, yeah. A sweet tea sounds good, thanks."

      "Coming right up."

      "Do you mind if I sit?" he asked Ireland.

      "No, of course not."

      "We were actually just discussing you," London said, handing Ireland a kid's cup of ice water before turning back to make his drink.

      Dominic would have to be blind to miss the look exchanged between the two sisters. "Oh?"

      "Yes. Ireland said you were planning to leave today but stayed to help Samuel. As his unofficial favorite aunt, we appreciate that."

      "It was fun. I haven't been on the ball field in a few years. I didn't realize how much I've missed it."

      "There are a few pickup games around between area groups," London said. "You should join in for a game. If you decide to stay, I mean."

      "Will you?" Samuel asked. "It'd be cool to see the grown-ups play."

      "You've never been to a baseball game? A grown-up one?"

      "No. Mom always says we'll go to a Sharks game sometime but we still haven't."

      London tapped on her phone like she answered a text.

      "Patience," Ireland said to her son. "We will go soon."

      "Well, Wednesday is your day off," London murmured, lifting her head to smile at her sister. "And according to this," she said, waving the phone like a trophy, "there's a game that day. You guys should totally go."

      "Can we? Please, Mom? Dominic, you wanna come, too?"

      "Mr. Dunn," Ireland corrected.

      "Actually, I hope it's okay but I told him to call me Dominic. Mr. Dunn makes me think I'm at work."

      "Can we? Can he, Mom?"

      "I-I suppose we could but Dominic is leaving—"

      "I wouldn't mind," Dominic said, surprising himself more than Ireland with the words. "If you don't mind, that is. I don't want to intrude on your mother-son time, or your day off, but the truth of it is if I return to Atlanta too early, my coworkers won't allow me back in the office."

      "Aren't you a partner? I thought I remembered Lisa telling me that?"

      He lowered his head, a huff of a laugh emerging from his chest. "Yeah, I am, but Lisa arranged the trip with them, too, and I was all but thrown out for the duration with instructions to follow Lisa's orders to not return until then.”

      "There. It's settled then," London said.

      Ireland met Dominic's gaze once more. "Are you sure? Please don't let Samuel's… enthusiasm change your plans."

      No, he wasn't sure staying was the best idea. But after spending the day at the pier fishing and walking the streets of Carolina Cove to and from the ball field, he realized something deep inside of him had eased. The knot in his gut he'd had ever since that visit to the doctor's office with Lisa had loosened its grip, and he felt like he could take a deep breath for the first time in three years. Which was, no doubt, Lisa's intent when planning the surprise and enlisting his coworkers and friends, thereby ensuring his cooperation. "A few more days to honor the gift Lisa gave me by doing this, and then I can go home without anyone saying too much."

      "So you're staying? Awesome! Aunt London, I'm going to a ball game!"

      

      Later that same evening, Dominic slowed the powerful Porsche near the boat launch at Fort Fisher and watched as the sun blasted the sky with the last remaining rays of the day.

      After cooling off inside the coffeehouse, he and Ireland had walked to the yard beside the pavilion so Samuel could show his mom what he'd learned. Ireland was suitably impressed for a mother who obviously didn't know much about baseball, but Samuel beamed beneath the praise and approval.

      Like he had been the few years he'd coached Little League, he was amazed at how much kids blossomed when given some dedicated, distraction-free moments. Samuel needed his father, and Dominic knew there would come a day when Ireland's ex would regret missing this time with his son.

      While Ireland and Samuel checked on Carolina, the youngest of the sisters, currently on duty in the inn's office, he'd gone to grab some groceries to have in his room. The suite had a small kitchenette with a coffeepot and microwave and dorm-size refrigerator/freezer, and he picked up some snacks and a few frozen burritos to keep on hand for easy access.

      "Nice car!"

      He searched for the person behind the voice and spotted two women loading up kayaks. One of them waved and he lifted his hand a bit awkwardly. "Thanks."

      "You look strong. Care to lend us a hand?"

      He seriously doubted they needed help, seeing as how they'd managed getting the kayaks off of the rack and into the water, but felt obliged to stop. "Sure." Given the time of day, the area was rapidly emptying, so he simply put the car in Park where he was and cut the engine.

      "My hero," the one woman said as he approached. "I'm Beth. This is Carol."

      "Nice to meet you. Dominic."

      "Love the name. Are you from the area?"

      Dominic eyed the bolder of the two women warily. "No. Vacationing."

      He loaded the kayaks. "That should do it," he said once the second was in place. He watched Carol expertly secure them and confirm the fact the women were seasoned at doing this on their own.

      Beth informed him that Carol's husband didn't like to kayak but, since Beth was single, she and Carol ventured out together. And relied on strong men such as himself to help them out when they returned tired from paddling.

      He double-checked the tie-downs to make certain they'd hold once the ladies got the vehicle moving.

      "Oh, you're married," Carol said.

      He stepped back and nodded. "I was married twenty-one years."

      "Was?" Beth asked.

      Realizing he'd opened a door he couldn't go back and shut given the verbal slip, Dominic shifted his weight from foot to foot. When would saying Lisa was dead ever get easier? "I'm a widower. My wife passed away a year ago."

      "Oh, how sad." Beth's comment seemed heartfelt and he accepted it as such.

      "I'm sorry for your loss," Carol added. "I lost my first husband to a heart attack. He was only thirty-four. It was a hard few years, but then I met my George. We'll be married six years this September."

      He nodded since he wasn't sure what the proper response was and stepped toward his car. "I, uh, should get back."

      "Don't rush off," Beth said. "Hang on just a sec. Just a second."

      Beth left them to quickly get something from the driver's seat. She returned and placed her hand on his forearm and slid it down the length to his fingers, where she squeezed them, pressing something into his palm.

      He made eye contact and she smiled.

      "Thanks again for your help. Will you be in town long?"

      "A few days. I'm… not sure yet."

      "Well… maybe something will entice you to stay," Beth murmured. "Have a good evening."

      He got back in his car and a quick glance in his rearview mirror let him know Beth watched until he was out of sight. It was then that he opened his hand and saw Beth's name, phone number, and an invitation to dinner written on the slip of paper.

      He inhaled and pressed his back against the seat as he drove. He wasn't ready for this. Dating. And it wasn't the first time it had happened. Women at work, his neighborhood, the gym. Within a matter of hours of the news spreading of Lisa's passing, women had come out of the woodwork to bring food and… offer comfort. Whatever he needed, they'd said, the look in their eyes making it clear it could mean as little or as much as he wanted.

      Some men might find it flattering and be tempted by the offers, but he wasn't one of them. His marriage had meant more to him than that. More than jumping into bed with someone else just because he was now free to do so.

      Dominic drove back to Carolina Cove and into the inn's parking lot, his good mood soured by the exchange and what the future held. Maybe he was a romantic, but he'd hoped to grow old with his wife. Instead he was alone and lonelier than he ever remembered feeling.

      He'd rounded the car to retrieve the groceries from the passenger side when he heard Ireland call his name.

      "You dropped something," Ireland said.

      He turned in time to see her stooping down to pick whatever it was up from where the breeze had blown it. She'd turned to face him, but as she closed the distance between them, he saw her glance down. He recognized the slip and knew the moment Ireland read Beth's number and message.

      "Here. You, uh, wouldn't want to lose that."

      "Ireland—"

      "Enjoy your night."

      "I didn't ask for her number."

      "It's none of my business, Dominic."

      "Beth— She gave it to me but I didn't ask for it."

      "Again, none of my business."

      He gripped the bags so tightly that his fingers hurt. "Are we still on for the game this week?"

      "Um, yeah. I guess. I'm taking Sammy for sure, but if your plans don't change and you're still here, you're welcome to join us."

      "Thanks. I'd like that." He'd sensed her reluctance before, but now he got the impression she was even more hesitant. He could see it in her expression.

      "Okay then. Night."

      She'd taken a step or two away from him when he said, "Samuel keeps asking for a ride in my car. I thought maybe I'd drive to the game. If you wouldn't mind, that is. He might get a kick out of it."

      Once again he noted the differences in Ireland and Beth. Beth had been drawn to the Porsche but Ireland glanced at the car, her expression lacking enthusiasm.

      "I suppose we could. Sammy does really want to ride in it, and to be honest, I hate driving in traffic."

      "Sounds like a plan. Wait, would you like me to walk you home? It's getting dark."

      Ireland lifted her hand and pushed at the hair blowing into her face in the breeze.

      "I'm good. Enjoy your… evening."
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      The next morning, Ireland stopped by London's Lattes on the way to the inn. Samuel remained two steps ahead of her and drew her attention to the fact Rocco was still there. "His owner didn't show up?"

      London glanced up from what she was doing and shook her head. "Didn't have to. After you left last night, I had a wave of people, and he snuck out when I wasn't looking. The owner didn't call, though, so I'm guessing Rocco made it home."

      "But now he's back."

      "Yup. Showed up about ten minutes ago and lay down by Rosie, same as yesterday."

      Samuel dropped to his knees beside the dogs and was greeted with licks and wagging tails.

      "Are you going to call the owner again?" Ireland asked as she leaned against the bar.

      "Not as long as he behaves himself. He's got to be local. Maybe a new family moved in and they aren't aware of the leash laws. I just hope Rocco doesn't get reported and picked up."

      Ireland watched as Samuel told Rocco to sit and the dog immediately complied, tail sweeping the floor. He proceeded to shake, lie down, and roll over.
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