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            Chapter One

         

         Stella Marshall sipped a cup of Earl Grey tea as she sat on her back porch and looked out across Blackberry Beach. The water looked enticing, even though a lifetime of experience had taught her that Maine waters were ice cold, even at the beginning of summer. She wasn’t ready to dip her pinky toe in these waters. Maybe by the Fourth of July she’d be raring to go. When she’d purchased this house, the location had been its main selling point. Living by the ocean felt as essential to her as breathing. She didn’t know what she would have done with herself if she hadn’t been able to walk the length of the beach as a form of self-care during some of the worst days of her life. Being by the sea was a soul-stirring experience and she wouldn’t trade it in for anything in this world.

         Now that temperatures were heating up, Stella would open her ocean-facing bedroom windows at night and fall asleep to the sounds of waves lapping against the shore. It would feel heavenly.

         She let out a sigh of contentment despite the early hour. June sunrises in Mistletoe, Maine, were spectacular. A band of pink mixed with orange stretched across the horizon as far as the eye could see. Stella felt awestruck by the raw beauty of her surroundings. Despite the fact that the last few years of her personal life had been rough, she really was blessed. Although she knew from listening to her favorite weather forecaster that temperatures were going into the eighties today, right now it was simply glorious and balmy. A slight breeze from the ocean swept across her face, and she closed her eyes and inhaled the sea air. Moments like this one were rare and precious. She’d learned to embrace every second of serenity, knowing it might not last long.

         A quick glance at her watch told her she needed to get moving. Today was the last day of school in the Mistletoe district and it was bound to be a bit hectic. Stella could barely stop herself from happy dancing at the thought of the unbridled freedom stretched out before her. Although she would miss the daily interaction with her students, she was ready to fully embrace summer break. It meant she could stay up late watching her favorite classic movie channel and sleep in until midmorning. Perhaps she could do something a little daring and out of character, like kiss a total stranger or go bungee jumping. She could do a road trip with a few friends and check out the Cape Cod National Seashore. Maybe she could even get her younger sister Lucy to come with her if she could get the time off from work and pry herself away from her gorgeous fiancé.

         Lucy was head librarian at the Free Library of Mistletoe. Last Christmas, she had reunited with her first love, Dante West, who had grown up with them in Mistletoe before becoming a famous movie star in Hollywood. Over the Christmas holidays, the pair had reconnected and managed to get back together despite their tangled past. Now, Lucy and Dante were planning a spectacular fall wedding. Although she was thrilled for her sister’s good fortune, Stella couldn’t help but wonder if the tight bond they’d always shared would weaken after Lucy got married. She hated herself for even thinking it, but what if they weren’t close once Lucy tied the knot? What if she lost her best friend?

         Get a life, Stella Marshall. The sassy little voice buzzed in her head. Ever since her breakup with her fiancé, Rafe Santos, Stella had clung to her sister like a life preserver. Being dumped so close to her wedding day had really done a number on her, both mentally and physically. She wrapped her arms around her waist as the painful memories washed over her. Thankfully, the raw emotions weren’t as razor sharp as they had once been. All she felt now was a dull ache and a bad taste in her mouth about romance. With her sister’s big day on the horizon, she needed to get over Rafe and the wedding that wasn’t once and for all.

         Meanwhile, as maid of honor for Lucy, Stella was determined to make their autumnal wedding the event of the season. Lucy deserved every bit of the happiness she’d found with Dante. Her sister was smart and funny and absolutely adorable. And Dante had shown the entire town of Mistletoe that he was head over heels in love with Lucy. Stella had no doubt in her mind that their future was filled with nothing but happiness.

         Once she got dressed, Stella didn’t waste any time heading out the door. As she drove along the coastal road toward town, the salty sea air floated on the wind through her car window. Soon enough she would be exchanging chalkboards and homework assignments for sea glass hunts and sandals. It was something wonderful to look forward to. Stella easily made the eight-minute drive to school with her hair flowing in the wind and the sun shining down on her. Upon arrival she immediately made her way to the teachers’ lounge to grab a cup of coffee and a doughnut.

         Paul Whittaker walked over to the coffee station, where Stella was standing waiting for her K-Cup to percolate. Ever since coming on board as principal, Paul had made it clear to Stella that he was romantically interested in her, feelings she didn’t reciprocate. For starters, it simply wasn’t wise to date your boss. Second, she didn’t have the slightest bit of attraction toward him. If nothing else, Stella needed sparks to ignite with any potential love interest. Paul wasn’t it.

         “Morning, Paul,” Stella said, grabbing her mug and stepping aside so he could prepare his own coffee without either of them invading the other’s personal space.

         “Good morning, Stella.” Paul placed his coffee cup in the holder and began pressing the machine’s buttons. He looked her up and down in the same objectifying way he always did. “You look very nice for our end-of-school celebration,” he said. “We have a wonderful surprise this morning for one of our students.” A hint of a smile played at the corners of his lips.

         “A surprise? That’s great. For which student?” Excitement raced through her at the idea of someone receiving good news. It would be wonderful to end the school year on a high note. Perhaps one of the kids had won an award or been chosen for a special distinction. That would be a great source of pride for the student and the school district. Stella lived for these special moments where talent and hard work were applauded.

         Paul pressed a finger against his lips. “All will be revealed at the assembly. Until then it’s top secret.” His lips were twisted upward in the semblance of a smile that came off as creepy.

         Stella fought against the urge to roll her eyes. Paul loved dangling carrots in front of the staff members’ noses. He seemed to love knowing things no one else did. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of asking any more questions even though he’d piqued her curiosity. Carolina Rivera, her close friend and a fellow teacher, rolled her eyes from a few feet away. She couldn’t count the number of times they’d shared inside jokes about their boss. Paul was the gift that kept on giving them something to talk about.

         “Would it kill him to spill the beans? Why even mention it in the first place? He just loves torturing us,” Carolina said as soon as Paul walked away. She shook her head at the principal’s retreating figure. “Maybe Idris Elba is here in Mistletoe visiting.”

         “Dream on,” Stella said, chuckling at the idea of another movie star visiting their small New England town. Mistletoe had been buzzing with excitement last Christmas when Dante had returned home and ended up romancing her sister. It was hard to imagine lightning striking twice. Her hometown wasn’t big enough for two massively famous actors.

         Carolina made a face. “Okay, well even if it isn’t Idris, I’m dying to know what the big surprise is.”

         Stella shrugged. “We’ll find out soon enough, I suppose.” She let out a little squeal. “And it’s the last day of school, so it’s all good, right? That’s reason enough to celebrate.”

         Carolina’s grin lit up her face. “I can’t wait for our beach days and the Fourth of July town festivities. We might even be able to squeeze in a road trip if we’re lucky.”

         With wide brown eyes and full cheeks, Carolina was a beautiful woman. She’d proven herself to be a great friend to Stella over the years. Along with Lucy, Carolina had been an amazing support system when the bottom had dropped out of her world. She wasn’t sure if she could ever repay Carolina’s many kindnesses when she’d been heartbroken and humiliated by her ex-fiancé. She’d shown Stella her big heart by bringing her dinners, going on long walks with her, and passing her boxes of Kleenex. Stella would never forget those moments where Carolina had literally lifted her up off the floor.

         “I better head to my classroom,” Stella said as she checked the time on her watch. “We have a full day ahead of us.”

         “I’ll need a few more sips of my coffee before I’m ready to face a room full of second graders,” Carolina said as she took a lengthy swig of her aromatic brew. She wiggled her eyebrows dramatically. “I’m still hoping for an Idris sighting though.”

         “Keep hope alive. See you at the assembly,” Stella said with a chuckle as she left the break room and walked down the hall toward her classroom. She also taught second graders, so she understood Carolina’s need to caffeinate herself before facing the day. Their students could be a handful. Thankfully, being a teacher was her dream job and she felt lucky each and every day.

         As she drew close to her classroom, Stella spotted one of her students standing by the door waving at her.

         “Morning, Miss Marshall,” Miles Keegan said, grinning up at her as he held the door to their classroom open. Dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, navy shorts, and a pair of white Converse sneakers, Miles was a stylish eight-year-old. With caramel-colored eyes, a close-cropped Afro, and burnished brown skin, Miles was an adorable kid.

         “Good morning, Miles. Happy last day of school,” Stella said. She smiled back at him, her heart experiencing a pang as she locked gazes with her favorite student. No matter how hard she tried not to favor one student above the rest, Miles held a special place in her heart. He was the sweetest little boy, one who’d been plunged into grief after the death of his mother in a tragic car accident. Despite everything he’d been through, he still managed to be joyful even though he experienced moments of being out of sorts. Stella imagined he was still processing the loss of his mother, and as his teacher it was her role to help guide him on his path.

         Stella walked into the classroom and placed her purse inside her desk drawer. When she turned around, Miles was standing in front of her with a bouquet of tulips tied with a bright yellow bow. “This is for you. From my dad and me.”

         “They’re beautiful,” Stella said. “What a thoughtful gift.” She raised the flowers to her nostrils and inhaled the heavenly aroma. It wasn’t every day that she received a lovely bouquet from one of her students.

         Miles shifted from one foot to the other. “My dad said most girls love flowers. I wanted to give you a set of Legos, but he wasn’t sure if you would like it.”

         Stella threw her head back and chuckled. “I like Legos, but the flowers are perfect. I’m going to put them in that empty vase on my desk and then take them home with me. Thanks for thinking of me. I appreciate it.”

         Other students began trickling into the classroom, and Miles moved away from her to join in on the last day of school revelry with his classmates. Laughter rang in the air as the children celebrated the start of summer vacation and no more homework. Normally, Stella would encourage the kids to settle down and sit at their desks before the morning assembly, but since today was a special day, she didn’t bother. It was nice to see the students in relaxation mode. They’d worked hard all year. They deserved to have fun and celebrate.

         At nine a.m. sharp, Principal Whittaker came over the loudspeaker to announce it was time for the last assembly of the year. Stella led her students in single file as they made their way down the hall toward the gymnasium. Stella had to corral a few who seemed to have ants in their pants and refused to listen to her instructions. She was a firm believer that no student was ever bad, although they did have their moments.

         As they filed into the room, Stella led her class to the bleachers where they completely filled out an entire row. Once the assembly began, students were called to the stage to celebrate their achievements. Honor roll students, top athletes, spelling bee and science fair winners. Some students even performed songs and skits they’d learned in choir and drama classes. Stella loved the supportive nature of the students as they cheered and clapped for their classmates.

         “And now, to conclude our assembly, we have something very special lined up. Miles Keegan, can you come front and center?”

         Stella looked over at Miles, who had a stunned expression on his face. She gave him an encouraging nod as everyone began enthusiastically clapping. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted a tall figure snapping pictures on his cell phone. It was Nick Keegan, Miles’s dad. He’d been a friend of hers since middle school. What was Nick doing at the end-of-the-year assembly? Although parents weren’t prohibited from attending, it was pretty rare for one to show up. Something was definitely going on. Was Miles the student who had a special surprise in store for him?

         Once Miles made his way to the front, Principal Whittaker placed his hand on Miles’s shoulder. “Are you looking forward to summer vacation?” he asked, speaking into a microphone. He placed the mic in front of Miles’s mouth. With all the attention focused on him, Miles looked slightly nervous. He placed both hands in his back pockets and rocked on the heels of his Converse sneakers. “Yes, I guess so,” he mumbled.

         Principal Whittaker chuckled. “You don’t sound too sure about that, but I have a surprise for you that might bring a smile to your face. A present just for you. All the way from Afghanistan.”

         Afghanistan? Before she could ponder what in the world was going on, a man strode into the gymnasium from a side entrance. She sucked in a sharp breath at the sight of him. He was wearing camo cargo pants and a short-sleeved olive-green T-shirt that showed off his sculpted arms. He was tall and muscular with a face chiseled by the archangels. His brown skin was a beautiful russet color, and he had a strong jawline. Suddenly, Stella felt a jolt of recognition. After all, who could forget Luke Keegan? He was all grown up now and incredibly handsome. And seriously, smolderingly sexy.

         Being a Navy SEAL had given him a serious glow up. And that was saying something since he’d always been handsome. Nick talked about his brother all the time, so she knew Luke had worked really hard over the years to rise up in the ranks. From the sounds of it, he’d devoted his entire life to being a Navy SEAL. He’d even been injured in the line of duty, which had ended his career.

         Miles let out a cry and ran toward his uncle. She couldn’t take her eyes off Luke as his powerful arms reached out and wrapped his nephew up in a huge bear hug. Miles clung to his uncle with complete abandon, his little legs wrapped around Luke’s waist as if he might never let go. Tears misted in Stella’s eyes at the emotional reunion between uncle and nephew. Miles had lost so much over the past few years; it was amazing to see him being gifted with his uncle’s presence. On more than one occasion, Miles had gushed about his uncle’s bravery and service to his country.

         Stella loved these military surprises. She couldn’t remember one ever taking place at Mistletoe Elementary, but it was fitting that this special moment between Miles and his uncle had occurred on the last day before summer break. It was a feel-good event for the entire community. But especially Miles. A bunch of photographers stepped onstage and began snapping pictures of Miles and Luke. Stella had the feeling this surprise reunion would be featured on the local news and in dozens of newspapers around the region.

         Luke Keegan was definitely the eye candy Mistletoe needed. Not that there weren’t good-looking men here in town, but most of them were either already coupled up or strictly in the friend zone. Stella wasn’t looking for a summer romance, but if she had been, Luke would have been at the top of her list.

         “He’s one hot soldier,” Carolina said in a hushed voice as she leaned over and poked Stella in the shoulder. Carolina began fanning herself with her hand in an exaggerated way.

         “Even hotter than when we were in high school,” Stella murmured. “And that’s saying something.”

         “You went to high school with him?” Carolina asked in a raised voice, her eyes widening.

         Stella put her finger to her lips and made a shushing sound. The last thing either of them needed was for their students to overhear their conversation and take it home with them. “I sure did,” she confirmed in a low whisper, turning her head to make eye contact. Stella didn’t want to get into it with Carolina, but Luke had been voted as the senior most likely to get a girl in the back seat of his car. He’d been hot stuff. Girls had practically lined up to get with him. Stella had crushed on him from afar since they hadn’t hung out in the same circles.

         “And Dante West as well? What’s in the water in Mistletoe? This place is full of gorgeous men.” Carolina wrinkled her nose. “Not sure why I’m still single though. I’ve got to step up my game.” She patted her hips. “I need to lose a few pounds.”

         “Don’t you dare,” Stella objected. “You have curves in all the right places. You’ll find someone special before you know it. And you don’t have to lose a single ounce to make that happen.” It was easy to see Carolina coupled up with a wonderful partner. She was smart and vivacious with a killer sense of humor. And she was way more confident than Stella herself was. She let out a little sigh. If only she could be a little bit bolder, a little bit braver. If only her romantic past with Rafe hadn’t sucked all the life out of her. Why was it so much easier to imagine Carolina finding herself coupled up with someone than herself? Rafe had really done a number on her. He’d stomped all over her heart and left her incredibly jaded.

         “Be careful. You’re drooling,” Carolina whispered in Stella’s ear.

         “I am not,” she said, trying to keep her composure. “It’s not like I’ve never seen a hot guy before.”

         “He’s not just any guy. The whole Navy SEAL thing is pretty awesome. And he is just as smoldering as Idris. Maybe even more so.”

         “Well, I’m not looking to date anytime soon, so he’s all yours,” Stella said. Her heart twinged when she said it. Seeing her friend with her former crush would be slightly difficult to bear.

         Stella didn’t need to turn around to see her friend rolling her eyes at her. Carolina, along with half of Mistletoe, had tried on many occasions to set her up on dates. Even though it had been almost two years since Rafe had informed her that she wasn’t his soulmate, the very thought of someone hurting her again was still terrifying.

         The sight of Luke Keegan standing in the middle of the gymnasium was a nice visual to get her mind off her own problems. A girl could at least dream, couldn’t she? He’d developed into a fine-looking man, and there was something very appealing about a guy who put his life on the line for others.

         Seeing him again after all these years was a shock to the system. He was all grown up now and smoking hot. Was it her imagination or had it suddenly gotten warm in the gymnasium? She was feeling a bit flushed. It brought her back to the days when she’d had a gigantic crush on him. Stella had been one year below Luke in school, and although they’d known each other since they were little, there had never been a friendship or any type of rapport between them. Not that Stella wouldn’t have moved heaven and earth to make it happen, but Luke had gazed straight through her. It was a little bit painful to remember how she’d been so enthralled by a boy who hadn’t even noticed her. She couldn’t really blame him though. He’d always been highly sought after by all the girls in town, and she’d been on the shy side with her nose always stuck in a book. There had been zero chance of them getting together back then.

         And even though she’d outgrown her awkward teenaged years, Stella still felt like the younger version of herself on the inside. Luke was still way out of her league. Smoking hot Navy SEALs could generally get any woman they pleased. And if she knew the ladies in town like she thought she did, not a single one would say no to Luke Keegan.

         She wondered how long he was staying in Mistletoe. And just how long would it take for all the women in town to make a beeline in his direction?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Luke Keegan stood in the middle of the basketball court in the gymnasium of his former elementary school and looked out at the audience composed of students and faculty members. His gaze swept over the packed room, searching for his younger brother. His chest tightened as he spotted Nick waving in his direction as the crowd headed out of the assembly. Nick couldn’t hide the raw emotion from showing on his expressive face. He had always worn his heart on his sleeve, while Luke tended to be more stoic, keeping it all on the inside. It had served him well as a Navy SEAL, but he wasn’t certain it had benefited him in his personal life. While Nick had been destined to settle down with the love of his life, Luke was the poster boy for failed relationships.

         You’re not meant for the long haul. To this day, those words rang in Luke’s ears, courtesy of his ex-girlfriend, Allison Teague. It hadn’t hurt at the time, but in the past few years the insult had been festering inside of him. He couldn’t help but wonder if she had been right. Was he meant to be alone for the rest of his days?

         Luke shoved those emotions down and reminded himself to savor this moment with his nephew. He was miles away from covert missions and stealth operations, instead standing next to Miles, who he’d missed like crazy, in his old stomping grounds. When he’d been a student here, the building had seemed gigantic. He couldn’t help but feel stunned at the reality. It was actually pretty small. Perspective was a funny thing.

         Ever since he’d arrived in Mistletoe last night, Luke had been in full nostalgia mode. After being in the Middle East for the better part of six years, his hometown felt like paradise. He hadn’t even realized how much he’d needed to be back in Maine and experience some normalcy after living the military life for so long. Although he loved having proudly served his country, Luke knew his time was up. He needed to move on with something else. It was both nerve-racking and exciting to create a new life for himself.

         Once a Navy SEAL, always a Navy SEAL. It would forever be a part of his identity if not his reality. Medal of Honor. He wished this distinction could trump the bomb blast that had ended his career and killed two of his SEAL team members.

         “I want you to meet my teacher, Miss Marshall.” His nephew’s voice drew him out of his thoughts. Miles tugged at Luke’s hand and began to pull him forcefully toward the bleachers. For a little kid, Miles sure had some super strength going on. He must be eating his Wheaties, Luke thought with a chuckle.

         “Sure thing, buddy. Slow down. What’s the rush?” Luke asked. His nephew’s excitement was contagious. Seeing such joy in a pint-sized version of his brother lifted him up to the stratosphere. It was thrilling to know they’d be in the same zip code for the foreseeable future. He had so much to catch up on in both Miles’s and Nick’s lives.

         The woman standing before him was nothing short of spectacular. Luke dragged in a ragged breath. It had been a long time since he’d been in the presence of a woman who looked like his nephew’s teacher. Miss Marshall had big, brown eyes framed by thick black lashes. Her skin was mocha colored. A heart-shaped face with full ruby lips and gorgeous cheekbones put her in the category of absolutely gorgeous. He had to remind himself to pick his jaw up off the ground.

         Back when he’d been a student in this very building, Luke hadn’t had a single teacher who looked like Miss Marshall. It had probably been a blessing in disguise. He wouldn’t have been able to focus on reading, writing, and arithmetic if the teacher at the front of the classroom had been as stunning as this woman.

         “Miss Marshall. This is my uncle, Luke.” Miles craned his neck looking up at him, wonder etched on his face. “He came all the way from Afghanistan to see me.” Luke’s heart cracked open a little at the pride emanating from Miles’s voice. Every time Luke talked to Nick, his brother told him how much his nephew looked up to him. He couldn’t even put into words how Miles’s hero worship made him feel. Planning this surprise reunion had been Luke’s way of creating a special experience for him.

         Miss Marshall’s grin caused Luke’s chest to painfully tighten. He wasn’t used to being so affected by a woman’s smile or her close proximity. There was something slightly familiar about his nephew’s teacher, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

         “Hi there, Luke. Nice to see you again.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Stella. Stella Marshall. We grew up together in Mistletoe.”

         Stella Marshall? The name came out of nowhere, surprising him in the process. He had a vague recollection of a gangly girl with long legs and an overbite. Surely this couldn’t be the same person. Miles’s teacher was a knockout. Stella had been in his brother Nick’s circle of friends, and she’d been quiet and studious—the type of girl who’d never walked on the wild side. It was strange how he remembered those details and yet he hadn’t recognized her at first.

         Luke slid his hand into hers. “Stella! Of course. You were the grade below me, right?” They hadn’t been friends, but in a small town like Mistletoe, everybody knew everybody on some level.

         She nodded. “Yes. You might remember my sister Lucy as well.”

         He grinned back at her. “Of course I do. I recall reading a headline not too long ago about Dante West getting engaged to a certain hometown librarian named Lucy Marshall. Dante and I used to play football together. Do you still hang out with Nick?”

         “We do. A group of us do dinner and a movie when he can get a sitter,” Stella acknowledged. “Nick is a good friend.”

         “She was friends with my mom too,” Miles said in a quiet voice. Luke looked down and placed his arm around his nephew’s shoulder. There had been a little hitch in Miles’s voice when he said the word mom. Although Luke knew grief didn’t have a timetable, he found himself wishing for his nephew to be completely healed. Losing a parent was the single most devastating thing that a child could endure. Most times, it stayed with a person throughout their lives. One of his objectives was to be a support system for both Miles and his brother while he was in town. Help them with their grief in any way he could.

         “I always tell Miles that his mother was the best dancer in town, maybe in all of Maine,” Stella said. “She put the rest of us to shame with her moves. I seem to remember her being a big Rihanna fan.” Her eyes seemed to warm up to a lighter shade of brown when she smiled.

         A huge grin began to break out over Miles’s face at the mention of his beloved mother. Clearly, Stella had developed quite a rapport with his nephew. Their relationship was a special one. Luke could tell by the way his nephew responded to her that they had a tight bond. And Stella was gazing down at Miles as if he’d hung the moon.

         Luke felt a clapping sensation on his back, and his brother’s voice washed over him. “Hey, guys,” Nick said. Miles was the spitting image of his dad, sharing the same features and warm brown complexion, as well as similar mannerisms. All of the Keegan males tended to resemble each other, including their father.

         “Daddy!” Miles said in an excited voice. His face lit up with happiness at the sight of his dad.

         “Hey there,” Nick said, raising his hand up to Miles in a high-five gesture. “Great job up there. You were as cool as a cucumber.” Miles high-fived him back with gusto, slapping Nick’s hand extra hard. Nick muttered an “ouch” that made his son giggle.

         “Did you know Uncle Luke was going to show up today?” Miles asked.

         “I may have known a little something,” Nick said in a teasing voice. “But I was sworn to secrecy.” He made a twisting motion against his lips as if he were turning a key. “Life isn’t any fun without surprises.”

         “It was a great surprise.” Miles threw himself against Luke’s chest. “I can’t wait to show you my classroom.” He looked over at Stella. “Is it okay if Uncle Luke comes back with us?”

         Stella nodded enthusiastically. “Of course it is. We love having guests.” She turned toward Luke and locked gazes with him. “We’re actually having a little end-of-the-year celebration with punch and cupcakes. You’re welcome to come. You too, Nick.”

         “You made me an offer I can’t refuse,” Nick said, glancing at his watch. “I don’t have to be back at the office for a bit.”

         “I’ll never say no to cupcakes,” Luke said. “Or spending time with my chill nephew.”

         “Excuse me. I’m going to head back to the classroom. My students are under the watch of another teacher at the moment, but they look like they’re itching to get the party started,” Stella said. She looked at Miles. “Why don’t you follow behind us with your dad and uncle? I’ll see you shortly.” Luke’s gaze trailed after Stella as she organized her class in single file, then led them out of the gymnasium and into the hallway. The woman looked just as good walking away from him as she had face-to-face. Stella Marshall was seriously messing with his decision to stay away from the ladies in Mistletoe. Dating was a distraction he couldn’t afford.

         Luke thought his heart might explode the moment Miles reached for his hand to hold as they left the gymnasium. Luke could have sworn he saw tears misting in Nick’s eyes before his brother turned his head in another direction. He knew what this moment meant to him. Losing his beautiful wife, Kara, had devastated Nick and turned his world upside down. They’d been high school sweethearts who had never wavered in their love for each other. They’d built a beautiful family with Miles at the center, and it had all been taken away in a matter of seconds due to a drunk driver. Luke still couldn’t wrap his head around it.

         He hadn’t been much help to Nick back then due to the demands of his job. Luke had flown home for the funeral, but he hadn’t been able to stay in Mistletoe for long. But now he had nothing but time on his hands to spend with his two favorite people in the world. He meant to make the most of it. Being back in Mistletoe allowed Luke to finally relax, even if he wasn’t used to this way of life. Rebuilding his life in Maine was way less harrowing than conducting special op missions and placing himself and his SEAL team in harm’s way.

         For the moment he could bask in spending time with Nick and Miles. Maybe being with his family would help him heal emotionally from what had happened over in Afghanistan. Maybe if he tried really hard, he could forget that his actions had gotten two members of his SEAL team killed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sleeping in was definitely underrated, Stella realized. It was downright decadent. Walking around her house in her undies and a Spelman College T-shirt felt completely liberating. She’d just devoured scrambled eggs, hickory-flavored bacon, and blueberry waffles smothered in maple syrup for a nice brunch. She’d washed it all down with a Long Island iced tea to celebrate her first day of summer vacation. After placing her dishes in the dishwasher, Stella made her way to the living room and plopped down on her comfy gray couch. She’d been starving, but now she felt absolutely stuffed. Her eyes had been way bigger than her stomach.

         She began rubbing her belly just as her dog, Coco Chanel, began scratching at the back door. Stella shut her eyes and tried to ignore it. She’d just taken her out a half hour ago. It figured she was making a fuss and whining. Her miniature poodle was high-maintenance and a true diva. Although Stella loved her to pieces, she felt completely wrapped around Coco Chanel’s little paw.

         With a groan she got up and walked to the kitchen, where her poodle was sitting at the door and looking up at her with her big brown eyes. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the message Coco Chanel was sending to Stella. Whatever Coco Chanel wanted, Coco Chanel got.

         “Okay, I heard you. I get it,” she grumbled. “You better not be yanking my chain. Didn’t you get the memo? I’m on vacation.”

         Stella opened the back door, which led to a small patch of yard fenced in by a white gate. Once you left the property, the beach was steps away. Stella could smell the briny aroma of the sea from her back patio, and it always served as a reminder of her good fortune. Living on the beach was the gift that kept giving. Coco Chanel scampered outside and sprinted toward the small bush in the side yard. Stella sat down in a patio chair and inhaled deeply as a slight breeze swept over her. She would relax for a few minutes while Coco Chanel did her business. Sun, sea, sand. In the distance she could see sailboats and a few wind surfers. The weather was heating up and people were taking advantage of it. Pretty soon the water would be warm enough for swimming, which was one of Stella’s favorite pastimes. She couldn’t wait to run headlong into the ocean in her new salmon-colored bathing suit.

         Stella sat up with a jerk as she saw a white blob of curly hair sashaying away from the yard.

         She jumped up from her chair and howled. “Nooooooo!” Somehow her poodle had found a way out of her fenced-in yard and was now on the loose.

         Coco Chanel loved to take off at lightning speed and run across the long stretch of beach until she was exhausted. There wasn’t a single hope of Stella catching up with her unless Coco Chanel stopped running. Because her dog was so small, Stella always had to worry about her making her way into the road. Stella wrenched open the gate and began jogging down the beach in sand that felt like quicksand. Her feet couldn’t seem to get any traction, and it felt like she was running in place. Within seconds, Stella realized trying to run was futile.

         At first Stella thought it might be a mirage brought on by the heat and her panic. A shirtless man was running on the beach, heading her way. Abs of steel. Sweat glistening on his perfect torso. He was coming toward her with Coco Chanel in his arms. She let out a sob of relief that quickly turned to disgust. Her snobby, fickle poodle was licking this man’s golden-brown arm as if they were the best of buddies.

         Hold up. This wasn’t just any man sprinting in her direction. It was Luke! And he was looking finer than ever.

         “Hey, Stella. Is she yours?” Luke asked when he came within a few feet of her.

         Holy Hotness. He wasn’t even panting hard. Meanwhile, Stella was completely out of breath and feeling as if her chest might explode from her pathetic attempt at running. She didn’t want to stare, but she thought he might have an eight pack.

         “Yes, she’s mine,” Stella said after a brief pause, reaching out to pluck Coco Chanel from his arms. Her fingers grazed Luke’s torso and she sucked in a steadying breath. His skin was silky soft but his stomach was hard as a rock. It had been a long time since she’d been in such proximity to a man, let alone one who looked this fine.

         “Naughty dog,” she scolded. Coco Chanel gazed at her with a calm look that served as a slap in the face for all the mayhem she’d caused. “Don’t look at me with those big brown eyes of yours. You scared me to death.”

         “She’s a runner, huh?” Luke asked. “She was moving pretty fast.”

         “That’s putting it mildly,” she said, forcing herself to look away from his extremely kissable lips. What was wrong with her? Combined with the heat, Luke’s presence was making her a little loopy.

         “Umm. Did you forget something?” Luke’s gaze lowered to her legs. He took a moment to drink her in before dragging his eyes back up to meet hers. He was clearly trying to hide a grin that tugged at the corners of his mouth. And what a nice mouth it was, Stella thought for the gazillionth time.

         All of a sudden it dawned on her that she hadn’t put any pants on before she’d fled her yard in pursuit of Coco Chanel. The oversized T-shirt covered all of her unmentionables, but she still felt like an idiot. She must have looked ridiculous running down the beach with her arms flapping like a pelican and showcasing an ample amount of leg and thigh. All because of her spoiled and undisciplined pooch. She tugged at her T-shirt, trying to pull it down farther so she wouldn’t run the risk of flashing too much skin. The fabric wouldn’t cooperate and didn’t budge an inch.

         “I was in a rush trying to catch Coco Chanel,” she explained. “When she takes off like this I always worry that she’ll run into the road.”

         He raised an eyebrow. “Did you say Coco Chanel?”

         “That’s her name,” Stella said. “She’s a French poodle so I thought it was fitting. It was either that or Marie Antoinette. And we all know how that ended.” Stella sighed and bent her head down to place a kiss on the poodle’s temple. No matter how badly Coco Chanel acted, Stella ended up forgiving her. She would go to the moon and back for her pampered pooch.

         Luke made a face. “That’s…different. I don’t think I’ve ever known a dog with two names.”

         “Poodles are one of a kind,” Stella said as she shifted Coco Chanel onto her hip and winced. Sprinting had caused an uncomfortable stitch in her side. She was trying to play it off and not let Luke see how out of shape she was. A ridiculously fit Navy SEAL wouldn’t be able to relate to her situation. He could probably bounce quarters off his abs while she could barely make it through a Zumba class.

         He drew his brows together. “Are you all right? You seem a little…winded.”

         “I am,” she admitted. “I’m not used to doing the one-hundred-yard dash on wet sand.”

         “Running on sand is tough, but it makes for a great workout.”

         If he weren’t so cute, Stella might want to push him in the ocean. But with his rock-solid chest and abs of steel, Stella doubted she could swing it.

         “Yeah, it’s a great workout if one survives it,” Stella quipped. The words jumped out of her mouth before she could rein them back in. It wasn’t as if she was trying to impress Luke or anything, but she didn’t want him to see how nonathletic she was.

         Luke let out a deep-throated chuckle that sounded rich and inviting. It went straight to her belly, causing all sorts of tingles and prickles of awareness. Uh oh. Although it had been a while since a man had given her the warm and fuzzies, Luke was giving her all the feels. Dang it! They were too similar to how she’d felt about Rafe during their relationship. And that had ended disastrously. She wanted to avoid these emotions at all costs. They made her feel too vulnerable, yet here she was crushing on Luke all over again. And now she was staring at him, mesmerized by the strong tilt of his jaw and his glorious brown skin dotted with little droplets of moisture.

         “Do you want a cold water or something?” she asked him, willing herself not to stare. In the cold light of day, he was even more smolderingly handsome than she’d realized. “My house is right over there. The white one with the blue shingles.” She pointed to her house in the distance. It always gave her a sense of pride to tell someone she was a homeowner. She’d put a lot of blood, sweat, and tears into renovating her beach cottage, and the end result had been a smashing success.

         “Nice place. I ran by it earlier.” Luke looked at her quizzically. “Didn’t Mr. Jackson live there back when we were in school?”

         “Yes,” Stella said with a nod. “He sold it to me three years ago. He had a few health setbacks and went to live with his daughter in Boston. It was a bit of a fixer-upper, but I made it my own and added some new features.” Stella couldn’t help but smile. Buying a home on her own had been one of her proudest moments. It had been her haven when the bottom fell out of her world.

         “I’ll take that water,” Luke said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. “It’s getting hot out here.”

         Yes, indeed. It was getting downright scorching out here. Feeling slightly flustered by his close proximity, Stella began walking back down the beach toward her house with Luke right beside her. “So how is Mistletoe treating you so far?” she asked, curious about how Luke was acclimating to life in his quaint New England hometown. Although it suited her perfectly, she knew small-town living wasn’t for everyone.

         “Not bad at all. The town has changed a lot since I was last living here, but it’s fun to scope it out.”

         Stella wrinkled her nose. “I guess it has transformed a bit over the years, although I’ve always lived in Mistletoe so it’s hard for me to spot the changes. The only time I’ve lived elsewhere was during college.”

         Luke jerked his chin in the direction of her T-shirt. “Spelman, huh? Atlanta is a beautiful city. I spent some time there a few years ago with one of my SEAL team members.” Luke couldn’t contain his enthusiasm. “It was fun hanging out with my buddy and his big, gregarious family. They showed me all the major sites and the best restaurants in town. It was a great example of Southern hospitality.”

         Stella nodded. “There’s a warmth that you don’t find in too many places. I loved going to college there. It gave me a chance to spend some time in a city and expose myself to museums and restaurants and concerts at big venues. I enjoyed it, but I prefer the intimacy of a small town.” She stopped as they reached her house and pushed open the back gate. “Mistletoe has a lot to offer. You’ll see.”

         Luke grinned at her. “This town is lucky to have such a passionate resident. Are you sure you don’t work as part of the tourism bureau here in town? If not, they need to hire you.” Luke’s tone was slightly flirtatious. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been receptive to a man’s flirtations. But before she knew it, Stella was engaging in banter with him.

         She giggled. “You’re not a tourist, Luke. Mistletoe is your hometown. So I’m just refreshing your mind about the wonderful place you’ve come back to. That’s all.”

         “Well, it’s a far cry from Afghanistan,” he said, his features slightly pinched. His tone had suddenly shifted, going from upbeat to somber in the blink of an eye.

         Something about the way he’d spoken set off a warning bell. She didn’t really know him well enough to ask any questions, but she sensed he was reflecting on something specific. Stella knew from Nick that Luke had gone through some tough times while serving overseas. At the moment it was lurking in the depth of his eyes and pulsing in the air around them. She couldn’t remember the details, but she knew he’d earned a medal for his heroism. The local news had eaten the story up, eager to profile Mistletoe’s town hero.

         “Let me go get that water,” Stella said, wanting to ease the tension.

         Stella brought Coco Chanel back inside, then grabbed a cold water from the fridge. When she returned, Luke was standing with his hands on his hips, facing the ocean. Her eyes lingered for a moment on his back and shoulders. He radiated strength. She didn’t know all that much about Navy SEALs, but she’d heard a lot about their discipline and bravery.

         At the sound of her footsteps, Luke turned away from the glorious view of the water.

         “Here you go,” Stella said as she handed Luke the bottle, her fingers grazing his as he took it. She felt a frisson of electricity as their skin came into contact, but she quickly shrugged it off. That’s what happened when a person went two years without being touched or kissed or embraced.

         “Thank you,” he said, twisting off the top and raising it to his lips. As Luke guzzled down the bottle of water, his Adam’s apple convulsed. Stella didn’t think she’d ever seen a man drink with so much gusto. Or finesse. He resembled one of those buff male models on a healthy living commercial.

         “Thanks for the hydration,” Luke said. “I need to finish this run before I lose my momentum.”

         “You’re welcome,” Stella said, reaching out to take the empty bottle off his hands.

         “In a town as small as Mistletoe, I’m sure I’ll see you around,” Luke said. “Stay cool.”

         He was probably right. In a small town like Mistletoe, they were bound to run into each other. Not to mention the fact that someone like Luke would stand out in any setting. He was the type of man whose presence would always command attention.

         Stella turned around and snuck a last look at Luke as he ran off down the beach. Although she had no business gawking at him, Stella couldn’t resist. She wasn’t sure, but he appeared to be limping slightly on his right leg. And he was wearing some type of wrap on it that she hadn’t noticed before. Perhaps he’d pulled a muscle or strained something. It served as further proof that running was a dangerous activity.

         As far as she was concerned, he was the sexiest man who’d ever set foot in Mistletoe, Maine. And, if she wasn’t so dead set against getting involved in any romantic entanglements, she might just consider something completely out of her comfort zone—a smoldering summer fling with the handsome Navy SEAL.

         Humph! She was certain that Luke was causing a lot of temperatures to rise all across town. He was a one-man heat wave.

         As she turned to head back inside, she spotted her neighbor, Patsy Sampson, standing on her back porch with her eyes glued on Stella. She sighed. Patsy was the nosiest gossip in town, and it was just Stella’s luck that she lived right next door. Widowed for the past decade, Patsy was fond of saying she was on the lookout for love and if it ever came knocking, she would open up her door in a flash. Strangely enough, her nose seemed to be planted in everybody’s business but her own.

         Stella raised her hand and waved. “Hey there, Patsy. It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

         “Glorious,” the older woman called out. Patsy’s eyes trailed after Luke as he sprinted away. “And I’m not talking about the weather,” she said with a chuckle. “I’m so glad you’re putting yourself back out there, Stella. He’s quite the catch.”

         Stella’s heart sank. “Oh no, Patsy. It’s not what you think. He’s just a friend,” Stella said, eager to correct Patsy’s misassumption. Shoot. Her imagination had probably run amok seeing a shirtless Luke hanging out with Stella on the patio. From where Patsy had been standing it had probably looked very intimate between them. Good grief.

         Patsy shook her head. “Whatever you say, Stella. All I know is I’d sure like a friend who looks like that in a tiny pair of shorts.”

         Stella’s jaw dropped as Patsy turned on her heel and went back inside her house. There wasn’t a single doubt in Stella’s mind that her neighbor would spend the rest of the day calling all of her girlfriends and gossiping about seeing her and Luke together. There was no telling how salacious the details might be. Patsy had a vivid imagination and a talent for embellishment. She really knew how to spin a juicy tale. Stella wasn’t sure if she should walk over and set Patsy straight face-to-face. But, if she did, it might look as if she was trying too hard to snuff out any potential rumors. Playing it cool might be her best option. Hopefully luck would be on her side, and nothing would come of it.

         She groaned. All she could do was wait and see how things unfolded. Stella hoped that there were other stories brewing in Mistletoe that might distract the residents from any unfounded gossip about her and Luke. She’d already been at the center of town chatter when Rafe had called off their wedding and reunited with his childhood sweetheart. It had been humiliating to be the object of the town’s pity when Rafe had gotten married so quickly. Then Tabitha had gotten pregnant and the rumor mill had revved up again. Throughout that painful period, she’d held her head up high and pretended it didn’t crush her. As a teacher in the district, Stella hadn’t wanted to be the talk of the town for such an awful reason.

         All she wanted was to be able to move past the entire Rafe fiasco and not be an object of pity. There was a lot to be said about living peacefully with no dark clouds hanging over her head.

         Last winter Lucy and Dante had been the subject of numerous rumors involving their whirlwind romance. Considering he was a famous actor, it was understandable. He’d blown into town to film a movie and had quickly become the focus of everyone’s romantic fantasies. Getting engaged to a hometown girl had endeared him to everyone in Mistletoe. The fact that they were getting married in their hometown was the icing on the cake. Everyone loved a happy ending.

         Stella bit her lip. Maybe Patsy wouldn’t say anything about seeing her and Luke together. Perhaps for once she would keep her mouth shut. Who was she kidding? Patsy’s flapping lips were tantamount to a runaway train barreling off the tracks. And having a gorgeous Navy SEAL land in Mistletoe added a juicy element to the story.

         Stella had the feeling her and Luke’s names would soon be on the tongues of town gossips, and there wasn’t a single thing she could do to stop it.
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