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      Summer had moved into Seawolf Beach with a vengeance. It brought brutal sunshine, wicked storms, and tourists. Lots and lots of tourists. The days grew longer in more ways than one, filled with July heat, the occasional storm, and more excitement than was normal for the Police Chief of this small town. Then again, what qualified as excitement here was worlds away from his years as a detective in New Orleans.

      At least the madness of the 4th of July was past. Barely, but that was usually the worst of it.

      Mac walked into Hart’s Vinyl Depot with his eyes on the coffee bar. A pregnant Anna Hart manned that station, a smile on her face as she served lemonade to a couple of tourists, an older man and a woman who was probably the wife. They had the look long-time couples often did, as if they’d started to morph into one being. From short gray hair to sensible tennis shoes, they were a matched set. Anna looked his way and offered a sweet, low, “Hey, Mac.”

      He returned the greeting, wondering if newlyweds Colt and Anna would ever look and act like a matched set. That was tough to picture. They were opposites in so many ways. Anna was blond and cute and friendly. Colt would look ridiculous as a blond, and he could be prickly, at times. At least, he had been before getting with his new wife.

      And then there was the big difference. Colt saw ghosts; Anna didn’t.

      Instead of walking straight to the coffee, as he’d intended, Mac headed to the checkout desk where Colt was finishing up with a customer who seemed thrilled to have found some record or another. When Colt saw him, he handed counter duties over to Helen, an older woman who’d been working here for years, and nodded toward the back room.

      After a short hesitation Mac followed. Ever since the wedding, he’d looked at this old depot in a different way. He hadn’t believed his friend last year when Colt had confessed that he saw ghosts, but on his wedding day everyone had seen them. Including Mac.

      Since then he’d been wary of walking into the storage area at the back of the depot. The space was dim, the walls and floor old and creaky, and there were cardboard boxes everywhere. The smell of old paper and ancient wood made for an eerie perfume, of sorts. What might be lurking in one of the many dark corners? If he was a ghost, this is where he’d spend his day.

      He didn’t want to linger here, so he got right to the point. “Have you seen her?”

      Friend or not, Colt refused to call a spirit to him for any reason, no matter how insistent the request. He wasn’t sure that would work, anyway, but since he wouldn’t even try they’d never know. He’d said he’d keep an eye out. That was all he could — or would — do.

      Colt shook his head. “No, sorry. Things in the ghost department have been pretty quiet around here lately, which suits me just fine. I don’t know exactly what happened at the wedding, but I’m calling it an anomaly so I can leave it behind. For all I know the increased activity sucked some of the ghost-friendly energy out of the place.”

      “You’d like that.”

      “I would,” Colt admitted. “I wish I had more to tell you, I do, but maybe it’s time for you to…”

      “Give it up?” Mac interrupted. They’d had this discussion a few times, so he knew how it was going to go.

      Colt sighed, glanced over his shoulder then back to Mac. “It’s been almost four months. If your ex-wife’s ghost was going to come back to the depot I would’ve seen her by now. She’s either near the site where she passed, or she’s where she’s supposed to be.”

      “Heaven,” Mac scoffed.

      “Call it whatever you want, there is a place where the spirits are at peace, and as I have told you before, I won’t try to pull any one of them out of it. Not even for you.”

      For years Mac had kept his pre-Seawolf Beach life private. Not just private, secret. His life before he’d come here was nobody’s business but his own. His ex-wife, his stepdaughter, his mistakes, they were his and his alone, and he saw no reason to share.

      He stood near the entrance to the storage area, ready to make a hasty escape.“Confess. If this was some kind of elaborate trick to make sure everyone remembered your wedding, just tell me. I don’t know how it could be done, but you’re a smart guy.” It was a joke, and also a wish. Colt would have no idea what Kylie looked like or how she sounded, no matter how much smoke and mirrors he might call upon. Mac could wish what had happened that day had been a trick, a con. If only he could fool himself into accepting that scenario. It would be better than reality.

      Ghosts. Ghosts everywhere.

      Colt only looked a little insulted. “Do you really think I would do that to you, or to anyone else? Even if I could?”

      The resident Seawolf Beach ghost whisperer was many things, but he wasn’t cruel. “I’m just looking for answers. She needs what?” Kylie’s ghost had asked him to find their girl. Kylie’s daughter, Mac’s stepdaughter, the little girl who’d grown into a troubled young woman before she’d disappeared. Carrie would soon be twenty-one.

      As a law enforcement officer Mac had all the resources required at his fingertips, so why the hell couldn’t he find her?

      Colt looked as if he understood, but did he? “I wish I knew. I do wish I could help.”

      “Telling me to give up isn’t helpful,” Mac grumbled.

      “Sorry. If I thought there was a way I’d be right there with you, but you’ve been looking for this girl for five years without any luck. You’ve done everything you could, I know it.”

      “I haven’t done enough.” The story of his life…

      “You know, I expected my life would blow up after the secret came out, but it didn’t. Not at all. A surprising number of the wedding guests accepted what they saw. They aren’t weirded out that I see ghosts all the time. Others explained away what happened by blaming mass hysteria and overly active imaginations.”

      Mac glared at his friend. “I don’t have an imagination.”

      The statement wasn’t intended to be funny, but Colt laughed. Joseph Maxwell, Seawolf Beach Police Chief, down to earth law-and-order guy, believed only in what he saw with his own two eyes.

      His ex-wife Kylie had appeared to him that day, the day Colt and Anna had gotten married right here in this depot. He’d seen what was left of her, anyway. A spirit, a soul, a ghost. He hadn’t seen his ex for years before she’d died, but when she’d appeared to him she’d looked just as he remembered her. Gorgeous, tempting, promising. Devious. He wished he could explain it away, as others had.

      Had Kylie popped in just to torment him? He wouldn’t put it past her.

      It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried to find Carrie after he’d learned of Kylie’s death. He was still trying, but maybe not hard enough. Years of disappointment, of finding nothing, of not knowing where to look next, took a toll. Searching for Carrie was his reason for being in Seawolf Beach, it was the reason he’d left a demanding job in New Orleans for a low paying, low stress job in a small town.

      The move hadn’t paid off, but still, here he was. Carrie and Kylie had both started to fade from his mind, so that there were days when he didn’t think about either of them. At least, not much… The search had drained and frustrated him.

      During the first year of his search he’d spent every night on the internet, combing social media. He’d been so desperate he’d even hired a private investigator who’d traced Carrie to Seawolf Beach before losing the trail. She’d been here, right here, not much more than a year after she’d run away, though that had been old news by the time the PI reported those findings.

      Which is why when the Police Chief position opened up, Mac applied for the job. He’d been here almost four years, now. He should’ve moved on as soon as he’d realized Carrie was no longer in the area. If she’d been here he would’ve found her.

      “Time to let it go,” Colt said. “If your stepdaughter wanted to be found, you would’ve found her by now. You did everything you could. And let’s face it, you’re easy to find on the internet, if she wanted to see you again.”

      “Unless she’s in trouble.” Or in the ground. He couldn’t make himself say that aloud. If she was dead, why hadn’t he seen her ghost at the wedding? Why would Kylie tell him to find her? “I need to know.”

      “No, you want to know.”

      Need and want were sometimes the same thing.

      “From what you’ve told me about Kylie since we saw her in March, it’s also possible she came back just to torture you,” Colt said. “That wasn’t the vibe I got from any of the other ghosts, but if there was a crack in the veil, a doorway between worlds, whatever, maybe she took advantage. Not all ghosts are well-meaning.”

      “Kylie was a shit wife and a shit mom, most of the time, but she loved Carrie.”

      “This isn’t hurting Carrie, it’s hurting you.”

      His friend made some sense, with that observation. Mac glanced around the dim space. “Anyone here now?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Did he? “Not really.”

      He didn’t want to believe that Carrie might be dead, but he had to at least consider the possibility. Would Kylie spin him up by pushing for him to intensify the search when she knew there was no one to be found? Yeah, she would. But he couldn’t be sure…

      He should quit this small town job and move on. Back to New Orleans, maybe, or on to a different place entirely. Forty-four wasn’t too old to start over. He could get a new job, a fresh start, maybe even a life of his own without this obsession coloring every minute of his day.

      But not yet. As far as he knew Seawolf Beach was the last place Carrie had been. Where had she gone from here? Colt suggested he should move on, but how? Mac had been so wrapped up in finding Carrie that he had nowhere to go. She’d been his focus, his reason for being for so long, he had nothing else.
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      During an afternoon lull, Loran moved a few of the smaller pieces around a display area. She’d been told that the summer months would be busy, but she hadn’t been prepared for the weekend rush. She’d sold more in the past week than she had since she’d opened her studio in this charming but creaky pink house in downtown Seawolf Beach. Half of those sales had happened today. If all summer Saturdays were this busy, she’d be doubly glad to be closed Sunday and Monday.

      It was almost time to lock the doors. Tonight it would be a relief to crash on the couch and watch a little mindless TV. She really should cook, but that probably wasn’t going to happen. So, takeout from one of the great restaurants in town, or a sandwich cobbled together from what she had on hand? She could open a can of soup, if she was so inclined.

      Decisions, decisions.

      Loran almost groaned when the front door opened. She loved it when business was so good that she didn’t worry at all about making rent on her little blue house on Jasmine Street or this business space, but she was ready to get home, take off her bra, and sit a while.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when Olive walked in. A visit from her neighbor was preferable to a new customer who might browse past closing time.

      Loran worked hard, but Olive… the woman was a force of nature. She had a new, small dance studio that had attracted a good number of children. In her spare time Olive helped her sister at the boutique down the way, and she was talking about going back into her old profession. Event planning.

      “Hey, neighbor. What are you doing for dinner?” Olive asked. She veered off as she walked toward the table where Loran had been reorganizing jewelry and small porcelain boxes and stopped before a large oil painting of mixed flowers in vibrant colors. “Oh, I like this one. Is it new?”

      “Yes. I just hung it this week.” All the paintings on display were florals or landscapes. Sometimes both. The colors were spectacular; that was Loran Raine’s trademark. Well, it was the trademark she was willing to display publicly.

      “Dinner?” Olive prompted.

      “A sandwich, or maybe a…”

      “No, no, that was an invitation. Have dinner with us. Tuck is taking the night off, if you can believe it, leaving The Magnolia in the hands of one employee or another. He’s frying up some fresh fish, and making hushpuppies. That’s a lot of fried, I know, but I made a chopped salad that’s sitting in the fridge and it’s way too big for the two of us.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not even sure I can get Tuck to eat salad when there’s fried fish on the table.”

      Loran smiled. “Sold.”

      She liked her neighbors, Olive and Tuck. They seemed an odd couple, at first glance, but they made it work. They almost made Loran wish for…

      But no. She didn’t dare to wish for anything more than she had right now. A low-key business that allowed her to pay her bills. A decent enough savings account for the hard times that always came. A small house with a place to lay her head at night. Canvas and paint to feed her soul. Food in the fridge and no one looking over her shoulder.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      Mac glanced down and muttered a curse word. He should’ve changed out of his uniform before heading this way, but a local kid had been caught shoplifting, both of his junior officers had been busy elsewhere, and he’d been close to the knick knack store when the complaint came in. It wasn’t like Tuck hadn’t seen him wrinkled and sweaty before. He smelled the fried fish before Olive opened the door. His mouth watered. He’d missed lunch, thanks to a fender bender on the main highway. Tourists, again.

      He stepped inside, and Olive’s smile faded. “You couldn’t be bothered to shower and change clothes?”

      “For you or for Tuck?” he asked.

      She sighed, one of the long-suffering kind.

      “It’s been a long day,” he explained.

      “I can tell,” Olive said as she turned and walked away, leading him not to the kitchen table, but beyond it to the screened-in back porch.

      “We can’t eat inside?” he asked. “Where there’s air conditioning? It’s July.”

      “It’s not that hot, and the fans are going, and besides, it’s more…”

      She stopped speaking abruptly, caught herself before she said something she obviously didn’t want to say.

      When he saw the woman standing with her back to him, her eyes on Tuck’s lush back yard, he whispered, “Romantic?”

      Olive had the good sense to blush. “Well, yes.”

      All he could see of the woman who had Olive’s mind on romance was her dark blonde, wavy hair. It cascaded halfway down her back. She wore a loose fitting pale blue dress that hit well below the knees. She wasn’t skinny, but he wouldn’t call her plump, either.

      “You ambushed me,” he said, keeping his voice low.

      “If you’d ever say yes when I invited you on a double date, I wouldn’t have to ambush you. It’s all your fault.”

      “Of course it is.”

      The woman at the window turned around. Damn, she was gorgeous. Classically beautiful. Even in the loose dress he could tell she had a great figure. Not too much, not too little. Again, just right. Like Goldilocks.

      Her eyes widened and she tilted back a little, as if she was instinctively trying to get away. Evidently this dinner date was a surprise for her, too. He should make an excuse and bolt, right now, but he didn’t. Dammit, he was hungry and the fish smelled good.

      Olive made introductions. Mac, Loran. Loran, Mac. He’d heard the name. Loran Raine was the artist who’d moved into the pink house downtown after the couple who’d been there for a while retired and moved to Georgia to be closer to their grandkids. She’d been in town for three months and had opened her studio a little over a month ago. Her place was sandwiched between a fairly busy strip center and a vacant house that needed a lot of work before it would be suitable for anything.

      He knew all about her, of course, but since she’d managed to stay out of trouble since her arrival in Seawolf Beach they hadn’t met. Until now.

      After a quick exchange of hello and nice to meet you, she didn’t have a lot to say to him, and he had no idea what to say to her. Awkward. Tuck and Olive laid a feast on the table, filled glasses with wine and water and provided bottles of beer for him and Tuck, and they all sat.

      How fast could he scarf down dinner and get out of here?

      Everyone filled their plates and began to eat. Tuck and Olive did all the talking, for a while. They did ask a couple of questions but neither he or Loran wasted a lot of words on their answers. Once he just grunted in response.

      When Olive went to the kitchen to fetch dessert, Loran, who seemed to have relaxed a bit since she first saw him walk onto the porch, asked, “Why Mac?”

      He looked her in the eye. Green eyes, he noticed. Very, very green. “Why Mac what?”

      She pointed. “It says Maxwell on your shirt, so shouldn’t it be Max? Why Mac?”

      It was a simple question, one he’d heard before. One he never answered. “Long story.”

      Tuck wagged a fork in his direction. “I asked you that when we first met, and you never…”

      A glare silenced Tuck, who was glad to change the subject when Olive walked into the room. “Blackberry cobbler!” he said when he found his voice again. “Olive made it herself.”

      “Is that a warning or an attaboy?” Mac asked.

      Olive smiled as she placed the pan on the table. She didn’t look at all insulted. “Why can’t it be both?”

      The topic of conversation shifted to the success of Olive’s cobbler, then to the latest excitement at Tuck’s bar, which was located on the highway. There was always excitement of some sort at The Magnolia.

      Mac only half listened. His mind remained on Loran’s question. Why Mac?

      Because once upon a time my new stepdaughter couldn’t say Max. It always came out Mac, and that stuck. Even when Carrie started calling me Daddy, everyone else still called me Mac and I liked it, because it reminded me of her.

      Everyone but Kylie, who continued to call him Joe even after her death.

      He might hold a grudge against Loran for bringing that memory back with her simple question, but in truth he hadn’t been able to shake it since he’d seen Kylie’s ghost in Hart’s Vinyl Depot.
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      Mac made her nervous. Cops always did, even though despite what some might claim she hadn’t broken any law and no one should be looking for her. Should be being the qualifier that made her nervous.

      Small towns like this one were often protected by a small force of locals who did their best but weren’t exactly top notch. When she relocated, which she did often, she always sought out sleepy places like Seawolf Beach. Yes, people were friendly and they asked questions, but normally it was easy enough to make her own place, to blend in, to fade into the background until she had to run again.

      And in the summertime, the town was anything but sleepy…

      Police Chief Maxwell was no normal small-town cop. He was big, sharp-eyed, tense, and curious. Heaven save her from curious hunks who looked at her with dark eyes filled with questions she couldn’t answer.

      “You really don’t need to walk me home,” she said as she led the way across the lawn. “I mean, I’m right here.” She gestured to her rental, which was next door to Tuck and Olive’s big white house. “I don’t want to put you out. It looks like you’ve had a busy day.”

      “I don’t mind,” he said in a low voice. “It’s not exactly a long walk. To be honest I usually do what Olive asks because if I don’t she’s going to give me shit I don’t need.”

      Loran found herself smiling, as they approached the front steps to the little blue cottage she rented from Colt. “She can be… determined.”

      “That she can.”

      Midway up the steps she turned to face the man who stood on the walkway. “Sorry about tonight,” she said. “I imagine you were as surprised as I was that we were set up.”

      “Ambushed.”

      Her idea of an ambush wasn’t quite so pleasant. “It’s okay. The meal was great and I didn’t have to cook.”

      “True,” Mac said. “The company wasn’t horrible.”

      She imagined that was a compliment, coming from him.

      “Ditto.”

      He didn’t turn and walk away on the heels of her ditto, but stayed put, feet firmly planted on the walkway, eyes on her. “I do have one question.”

      She suspected he had more than one, but…

      “Loran. Is that a double-barreled Southern name, maybe Laura Ann said fast, or is it one I’ve never run into before?”

      “One word.” She spelled it for him. “My mother wanted to give me an uncommon name. I’m sure she had good reason, but that just means I have to spell it wherever I go. I’ve never found a mug or a keychain with my name on it.”

      That got a crooked smile out of him. She liked it. Dammit, she couldn’t afford to be charmed by any man’s smile. It didn’t matter how much she liked Seawolf Beach, how well the business was going, or how many friends she’d made. Eventually she’d have to leave this place just as she’d had to leave all the others. In a hurry, in the middle of the night, her heart pounding and her breath caught in her throat.

      “Good night, Chief,” she said as she turned her back on him.

      “Good night, Loran,” he responded, as if he were testing her name on his lips.

      She didn’t turn around to look at him, much as she wanted to. He was just another test, a complication, a reminder of what she could never have.

      Loran let herself into the house and flipped on the lights. The small living room was simply laid out. Like the rest of the house it was suitable for her, perfect for one or two people. She didn’t require much. All she really needed was what waited for her in the second bedroom, which she’d turned into a home studio. She headed there, as she did most nights, and turned on the bright overhead light. It wasn’t as good for her work as natural light, but it would have to do.

      Several canvases were stacked against the far wall, one in front of another. They were all sizes — some as small as 11x14, a couple 18X24s. Most were somewhere in between. A few of the paintings were more than three years old, and a couple of them had been completed in the most recent place she’d lived, not long before someone had looked at her in a way that alarmed her and she’d decided it was time to go.

      Her current project sat on an easel in the center of the room, half finished. No matter where she went the faces called to her.

      Loran Raine sold landscapes and florals. The paintings she sold were never going to grace a museum, but they were good. She knew it. But flowers, lakes, and fields weren’t what compelled her to paint. They weren’t what drove her.

      Her newest subject was a pirate. He was a bit rough, but his face was pleasant enough. His clothing had seen better days. No peg leg, no eye patch, but he was obviously a pirate, a mischievous ne’er-do-well. His pose, the hat, the sword, they gave him away.

      On the plus side, no one should be looking for him. He’d been dead a long while, she imagined. It wasn’t normal that she paint someone who’d been gone such a long time, but it had happened a time or two. She didn’t question who, or what, called to her.

      She wasn’t compelled to work on the pirate’s portrait, not tonight. Loran kicked off her shoes and quickly changed into loose-fitting paint-stained clothing. After propping the pirate’s latest portrait against the wall with the others, she grabbed a fresh canvas and placed it on the easel, then began to sketch an outline. Not the pirate this time, someone new. A young girl, maybe late teens? As her clothing took shape, on the canvas and in her mind, Loran realized that the young woman hadn’t been dead a long time, like the pirate. The jeans and colorful blouse were too modern.

      Why her? Why now? Someone was looking for this girl, thinking of her, drawing her essence into the world of the living. Loran knew it, in the way she often did. It was as if a deeply buried part of her brain grabbed onto memories not her own, as if someone not of this world whispered to her.

      Instead of the dull colors and earth tones she normally used for these particular portraits, Loran reached for brighter, more vivid colors. She wasn’t sure why, but then she was never clear-headed when she was compelled to paint these lost ones. As she painted, she stepped into the girl’s mind for a split second. She hated it when that happened! Some of her subjects were more insistent, stronger than others. She couldn’t explain anything about the secret paintings, and she’d never tried. All she wanted was for the compulsion, the need to paint these dead people, to go away.

      The reasons that drove her to paint a portrait weren’t always the same, but it seemed that on occasion memories or unmet needs called something of a spirit back from the dead and into Loran’s mind.

      The pretty girl had had a tough life, but now she was at peace. She’d left the darkness of her life behind. She was happy, content, as the pirate seemed to be. The pirate wasn’t nearly as forceful as the new girl.

      It was odd that the colors of this portrait were different from the other paintings of the lost, more like the colors Loran used for her florals and landscapes. They were vibrant, bright, happy. Loran didn’t give that fact much thought. She just painted as she always did, as if she had no control over the details.

      The girl on canvas looked alive, she felt alive, but Loran knew from experience that she was not.
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      Loran’s studio was closed on Monday, as many downtown Seawolf Beach businesses were. After a busy weekend, having Sunday and Monday off gave her a chance to clean, do laundry, and buy groceries. She might even grab a book, read a while, then take a nap in the middle of the day.

      On this Monday what she really wanted to do was paint. Not a colorful floral for sale, not today. The bright girl on canvas begged to be finished.

      Unfortunately there was a leak under the kitchen sink, and the handyman Colt was sending over to fix it would arrive between ten and one. Sonny Baxter was the local handyman. Colt owned and managed several rental houses, and Sonny had worked in all of them. Loran didn’t like having strangers in the house, but she wasn’t capable of fixing the sink on her own. She wouldn’t even know where to start.

      If she followed her instincts and began painting, she wouldn’t want to quit. She might not even hear the doorbell, if she was totally engrossed as was often the case with these portraits. She shut the door to the second bedroom so the handyman wouldn’t be able to peek in. Besides, if she couldn’t see her work in progress maybe she wouldn’t be as tempted to paint for a few minutes as she waited for him to arrive.

      There were times she didn’t even remember painting what came up on the canvas. It was like she was possessed, driven, lost between worlds like the souls she painted.

      Sonny arrived just after eleven, which suited Loran. When he finished and left she’d have time to paint. Maybe when this one portrait of the young girl was done she’d be able to move on. One and done. That had happened a few times, though not often enough. The pirate seemed quite fond of having his portrait done.

      Sonny Baxter was around her age, she’d guess, maybe a little bit older. Mid-thirties, likely, though sometimes it was hard to guess a person’s age. He was handsome enough, in a cute way. Not quite pretty, but getting there. He bordered on thin. Wiry might be a better word for his build. That was probably normal for a man who was on the go, and she imagined his size made it easier for him to slip into small spaces and fix whatever needed to be fixed.

      Like her sink.

      He was a talker. With his head under the sink Sonny chattered on about the town, this house he was so familiar with, the summer weather. Loran didn’t have to say much. She hummed a response now and then, and that seemed to be enough for the chatty jack-of-all-trades.

      While he talked about the best places in town to eat, Loran’s head filled with images of the girl whose portrait she was desperate to finish. Her fingers itched, literally, to return to her work. Her newest subject had pushed the pirate right out of her head. How did he feel about that? Fine, apparently. She’d painted three portraits of him — well, two and a half — so maybe he was done. At the very least, he was gentlemanly enough to step aside and let the lady have a go.

      Sonny made quick work of the leak, slid out from under the sink, and gave Loran a grin. He could fix anything and had a charming smile. He wasn’t her type, she didn’t have a type, but he was probably popular with the ladies.

      Judging by that smile, he knew it. He gathered his tools and cleaned up the little bit of mess he’d made with a microfiber cloth, glancing back at Loran now and then as he finished up. When he stood, ready to go to his next job, he said, “You know, I’ve lived in Seawolf Beach all my life. If you want I’d be happy to show you around sometime.”

      Sonny was harmless enough, was probably a nice guy, but… how could she say no firmly enough to stop him in his tracks without ensuring that she’d be doing her own repairs from here on out? This wasn’t exactly a brand new, problem-free house. “That’s so sweet, but I’m afraid I stay much too busy to enjoy any kind of social life.”

      He seemed to take the refusal as she’d meant it; a gentle rejection. The cute handyman looked a little disappointed as he headed to the front door. He dropped a business card on the coffee table in the living room and told her to call if she had any work for him. Colt would take care of the bill, as he did for all his houses.

      Loran locked the door behind him and headed for her studio, almost at a run. She didn’t have time to worry about unhappy potential suitors. The canvas that waited for her was calling, and she couldn’t ignore it.
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        * * *

      

      Mac wasn’t sure why he decided to walk into the bubblegum pink house. Seawolf Beach was lousy with artists’ studios. The only time he’d been into one was to take a complaint about a shoplifter. Business was slow on a Tuesday afternoon. Rain was coming. He smelled it in the air, saw it in the clouds that were rolling in. Maybe that kept the shoppers away.

      He caught Loran straightening a framed painting. Her back was to him. Again she’d dressed in a baggy dress which was perfect for summer but hid the curves he really wanted to see.

      She turned, jumping a little when she saw him.

      He pointed up. “You need a bell over the door.”

      “Or around your neck,” she said sharply after she took a moment to recover. “For a big guy you have a soft step. I didn’t hear you.”

      He took one more step and the floorboards beneath his feet creaked. “I come with a warning.”

      Was it his imagination or did that teasing statement alarm her?

      “Personal or professional?”

      “Personal.” Might as well cut to the chase. “Olive is determined to set us up. Since she’s found love with Tuck she’s feeling sorry for us single folks. She called me Sunday, and had Tuck call yesterday. She senses chemistry in the air, and she’s determined to conduct her own science experiment.”

      Heaven save her from well-meaning matchmakers. “We can just say no.” Loran moved to the checkout counter, keeping the big wooden structure between them, like a shield.

      “Tried that, when Tuck first asked about a double date Thursday.”

      Did she pale a little? “Tell him you don’t like me.”

      “Tried that, too.”

      She arched her eyebrows.

      “I told him you weren’t my type, and he laughed at me.”

      That brought out a smile. A small one. “Then I’ll tell Olive you aren’t my type.”

      “Honey, I’m everybody’s type.” He followed the statement with a wide grin.

      “Funny,” she said, leaning forward to rest her elbows on the checkout desk.

      Loran Raine was beautiful, quiet more often than not, and she was secretive. He saw and felt it. What was she holding back? Looking at her now, he wanted to know all her secrets, even though he didn’t have time for mysterious women.

      “If we keep saying no, eventually Olive will give up,” she said.

      “Eventually,” he grumbled. “How long do you think that will take?”

      Loran screwed up her mouth. “She is relentless.”

      “That she is.”

      He could almost see Loran’s mind spinning. Was that panic? No, not quite, but close. She finally said, “The truth is, I’m not looking for a relationship at this time in my life.”

      “Neither am I.” Until he knew what had happened to Carrie, what she needed, he had no time for anything or anyone else.

      “That should be explanation enough,” she said. “I like Olive and Tuck. I like them a lot, and they’re wonderful neighbors. I don’t want to butt heads with either of them.”

      “Ditto.”

      Loran looked over his head, studied a painting of flowers to her right, pursed her lips again. He really wished she’d stop drawing attention to those lips…

      After a few moments of awkward silence she looked him in the eye, smiled, and said, “I have an idea.”
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