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Little Joe. Gabe. Ryan. Bob.


Too young. Gone too soon. I miss you all terribly.
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He’d heard the stress of moving was like dealing with death, but since Evan Downey had dealt with a lot of death, it was with a fair amount of authority he called bullshit.


There wasn’t anything particularly fun about packing, selling, and leaving behind the house. He and his wife, Rae, had purchased the place together when they first got married—the only home their son had ever known.


The house had been a place of love and promise, but now painful memories poisoned the good ones. He would miss the door frame where he and Rae had scribbled Lyon’s height each and every year. Their walk-in closet where Evan had laid Rae down and made love to her the day they moved in.


What he wouldn’t miss was the hallway where she’d staggered, hand on her chest, and collapsed, never regaining consciousness despite his and the 911 operator’s attempts to keep her heart pumping until the paramedics arrived.


Moving didn’t compare to the living nightmare of losing someone he’d expected to be around when he was old and gray.


At the very least until their son entered elementary school.


As he watched the house dwindle in the side mirror of the family SUV, he calculated he should be rounding the acceptance stage of grief right about now.


About damn time.


“Bye, house,” his son Lyon, age seven going on seventeen, announced from beside him. Gone was the Superman action figure he’d clung to last summer. Now his sidekick was his iPad. He had one earbud stuck in his ear and one dangled onto his chest, as per their agreement that Lyon not completely shut him out. Though the music wasn’t loud enough for him to hear—another of their agreements—Evan knew it was tuned to classic rock.


Definitely his kid, he thought with a smile.


With 1417 East Level Road behind them, he turned his attention to the city that lay ahead; the city he’d called home since he’d married one beautiful, sassy woman named Rae, the curvy black girl who’d busted his balls about nearly everything since they were teenagers.


God, he missed her.


She’d built a life alongside him, settling into her nursing career while he set up his tattoo shop.


Before striking out on his own, he’d been under the tutelage of tattoo master Chris Platt; a hippie to rival all hippies, with a heart of gold and a head full of titanium. By the time Evan had packed up his things and gave notice, Chris let him know under no uncertain terms that he believed in him and his abilities. And that he’d succeed.


He had.


“Bye, Woody,” Lyon piped up.


Evan turned his head as they drove by his shop where Woody had worked for years, and as of three months ago, had purchased outright. Woody had stepped in the year Rae died, when Evan’s concentration revolved around breathing in and out, and keeping a three-year-old boy alive. It was no small feat and, at the time, had taken everything he had.


“Will you miss it, Dad?”


He threw a glance into the rearview, but there was no need. He knew the shop’s façade as well as his own face. The crack on the sidewalk out front that sprouted dandelions every spring, the brick crumbling on the southeast corner. The black marquee done up to look like an old-fashioned apothecary that read LION’S DEN. Rae’s idea, and in honor of their one and only offspring. Save for the fact their lion was a Lyon, which she insisted suited Evan’s rebellious, go-against-the-grain demeanor.


She was right.


An image of her shining brown eyes, huge smile, and that horribly ugly sea foam green bathrobe she insisted wearing on her days off popped into his brain, and he felt his smile turn sickly.


“Dad.”


“Yeah, buddy,” he finally answered, his throat dry as he watched Lion’s Den grow tiny in the rearview. “I’m gonna miss it.”


What he wouldn’t miss were the memories of his late wife assaulting him everywhere he turned in this city.


“What about Leah?” his son asked as they pulled onto the highway. Evan ground his back teeth together.


Leah had been one of his, for lack of a better term, “friends with benefits” for the majority of the year. And though he arranged to keep his dates secret from his son, she’d “stopped by” unannounced last month when she saw the SOLD sign go up in the yard.


Angry tears had shimmered in her eyes while her hands gripped her purse like she might brain him with it. He hadn’t understood why. A long time ago, they discussed that what they had was about the physical and nothing more. She’d insisted on arguing with him, in front of Lyon no less, and Evan had to do the unfortunate business of dumping her—when they were never really dating—on his front lawn. It was a dick move, but then, so was sleeping with a woman on a tit-for-tat basis.


No puns intended.


Speaking of tat, his eyes zeroed in on the sparrow on his right forearm, the string of hearts snapped free, the broken heart drifting. That one was for Rae. The roses on his arm were for his mom and his aunt. A lotta death. Too much, too soon. They said bad things happened in threes. For his and his son’s sakes, he hoped the adage continued staying true.


“Daaaad.” Irritation lined his kid’s voice when he didn’t respond right away.


“Sorry, buddy, I was thinking. No, I won’t miss Leah,” he answered honestly.


Another dick thing to admit, but she hadn’t meant all that much to him. Them in bed, cordial would be the best way to describe how he’d treated her. As awful and uninspiring as it sounded. That’s what they’d both settled for, which was equally awful and uninspiring.


He bit back the grimace attempting to push forward on his features. Rae wouldn’t like who he’d become if she could see him now.


But she couldn’t see him now. She hadn’t been able to see him since the moment she’d collapsed four years ago and he hadn’t known he’d been five minutes away from losing her forever.


He wished he could remember their last conversation, but he’d been distracted. Not listening.


“Me either,” Lyon said, snapping him out of his reverie. “Leah was mean.”


Evan blew a breath out of his nose, as close to a laugh as he was gonna get, and considered that Lyon was the only reason he hadn’t spiraled into a whirlpool of depression.


Settling in for the drive north to the lake town they would now call home instead of Columbus, Evan once again reminded himself that this venture was a second chance. For him and his son. A place to create new memories, be closer to Rae’s parents and Rae’s best friend on the planet, Charlotte Harris.


“Excited to see Aunt Charlie?” he asked Lyon.


Charlie had been “Aunt Charlie” since she walked into the hospital room the day Lyon was born. Rae had held up the blue blanket Lyon was wrapped in after she’d sworn her way through eighteen hours of labor, and Charlie, with tears in her eyes, had taken him into her arms and said, “Hi, Lionel Downey, I’m your aunt Charlie.”


She’d been a fixture in Lyon’s life always.


Since Rae had passed, she’d become more of a fixture. Charlie was a dear friend. A constant, a solid person he and his son could count on. A light in a dark place.


Whenever she visited them, she dragged out photo albums, sometimes bringing new photos of her own to add to the pages, and sat Lyon down to tell him stories of his mother.


Charlie insisted on never letting him forget her. While he agreed this was best for his son, Evan did better when he wasn’t confronted with Rae’s smiling face as he walked down the hallway. Or her still one, a vision that woke him in a sweat more often than he cared to admit.


For that reason, he’d left the photos in the albums, had tucked the picture frames of the two of them away. But there was no escaping the spot of carpet in the hallway where she’d collapsed, or the other side of the bed, its emptiness as real a presence as Rae had been when she was alive.


Moving to Evergreen Cove would not only get them away from the house choked with her memory, but would bring Lyon closer to the things that meant most to him.


Charlie was one of those things.


“I can’t wait!” Lyon said, a very real light shining in his eyes.


Kids were so resilient. Especially his kid. Through the process of packing and moving, Lyon had been both apprehensive and excited. Evan saw the sadness in his eyes when he talked about not seeing his friends at school anymore, but Malcolm and Jesse, the two boys who were his best buds, visited the Cove in the summer. Lyon had been appeased with the promise of hanging out with them.


Plus, the new house offered the attractive package of swimming in the lake, a new house with a bigger bedroom, and Charlie nearby. Evan hoped that might make up for some of what they’d all lost.


Not everything, because God knew he couldn’t replace Rae, nor would he try.


But he’d sure as hell take whatever reprieve he could get.


* * *




The pain in the voice at the other end of the phone sliced through Charlotte Harris like a shard of glass. Three seconds ago, when she’d seen her best friend’s name pop up on her phone, she’d answered with a chipper, “hi!”


Her greeting was met with a beat of silence, followed by a deep, male response. One hollow, broken syllable; the nickname he’d given her a year ago.


“Ace.”


Her heart dropped to her stomach, her extremities going instantly cold in spite of the warm nighttime air. There was something registering in his tone that sent fear spilling into her bloodstream.


“Evan?”


A beat of silence, then, “Yeah.”


She stood from the chair she’d been lounging in and paced to the three steps leading from her porch down to the inky, still surface of the lake. In the background, a pyramid of pine trees climbed the hill in the distance.


“What is it?” This from her boyfriend, Russell, who stood from the porch swing behind her.


She held out a finger to tell him to wait a minute.


“What happened?” she asked into the phone. Something. She and Evan were friends, but not call-each-other friends. If he was calling her now, it had to be because there was a problem. With Lyon, or—


“Rae.” His voice cracked, a painful sob shattering the airwaves and sending an adrenaline rush through her bloodstream. He drew in an uneven breath. “Jesus, Ace.”


Unable to hold herself up any longer, she sank onto a step and issued the understatement of the year. “You’re scaring me.”


“She’s gone, Ace.” His voice went hollow, into a dead tone she never wanted to hear again as long as she lived.


“Gone…” False hope she’d recognize later as denial leaped against her chest, borne of desperation to find a reason other than the obvious for this almost-midnight call.


Maybe Rae went shopping. Maybe she and Evan had a fight and Rae went to her parents’ house. Maybe—


“Gone,” his whisper confirmed.


That’s when the tears choking her throat pulsed against her eyes. That’s when Russell took the phone from her hand. And that’s when she knew.


Rae Lynn Downey, her very best friend, more like a sister than her actual sister, wife to the long-ago besotted Evan Downey, and mother to a dimpled three-year-old Lyon Downey was… gone.


It took five days for that fact to settle in.


For her to see Rae’s physical body in the casket, for her to notice Evan’s formerly bright eyes weary and bloodshot, for her to witness firsthand the devastation of Rae’s parents and the somber expressions on Evan’s family’s faces.


For her to accept what “gone” meant.


Gone was permanent. Gone was forever.


Gone was unfair.


Standing over her body, Charlie vowed to Rae she’d watch over her family. She kissed her fingers, placed them on her best friend’s cold cheek, and whispered to the woman she’d never see alive again, “Sorry, Rae.”





Wheels crunched along the gravel outside her house, bringing Charlie out of the memory clouding her head and back to her living room. She dropped the open magazine she’d been staring unseeing at for the last however many minutes and swiped a single tear from her eye.


Then she cleared her throat, closed the magazine, and bucked up. Because Evan and Lyon couldn’t arrive and find her mourning Rae. There was no reason to darken this occasion with melancholy. Them moving here was a good thing. The best thing for them all. Their coming here had reminded her of the promises she’d made, the pain they’d gone through. The loss they’d endured.


She peeked between the curtains and confirmed the tires on the gravel did not belong to Evan’s SUV. Releasing a pent-up breath, she watched a blue pickup climb the hill and vanish into the trees.


Not them.


Evan had texted her—she checked her phone, then the clock—forty-six minutes ago, to say they were ten minutes away and since then she’d sat anxiously by the front window. Knowing him, and she did, he probably stopped at Dairy Dreem for an ice cream the moment they set foot in town.


She snapped up her iced tea, frowning at the ring on the coffee table. Where was her head today? She swiped the water ring with one hand and turned for her back porch, pausing first to slip on a pair of flats.


Charlie’s house was the most modest on her street—she liked to tell herself it was because the house was built before Evergreen Cove had become a vacation destination. She and her boyfriend, Russell Hartman, had purchased the small, white clapboard because of its view of the lake and the fantastic porch. At the time, she believed that buying a vacation home as a couple was a sign of permanence.


Wrong.


But she had no regrets about the house. Since she worked from home, she’d outfitted the family room facing the lake at the back to hold her desk, computer, and a few shelves for her supplies. She’d kept the couch, and yes, the television, in the room. Her office connected to the kitchen where she had a small table and chairs, but the real prize of her home was the porch. The wide, covered expanse, befitting of a Georgia plantation five times her home’s size, was where she ate most of her meals, entertained, or just sat and enjoyed the view.


Rather than stare out the window for the arrival of the Downey boys, she tracked out back to the swing hanging by a pair of chains, smoothed her dress, and sat.


Resting the tea at her feet, she sucked in a breath and took in the view. While the front of her house offered up traffic and trees, she preferred the back—the lake and the hill that rose behind it, a jagged skyline designed from pointed pine trees. This view was why she and Russell had purchased on the private beach.


When he left her two years ago, he’d kept the huge new-build with the cherry tree in the backyard. Rae had always told her a man who was unwilling to marry her was a man who would walk away. At the moment when he’d delivered her morning coffee in the enormous white kitchen with gleaming granite countertops and told her he was leaving her, Charlie thought of Rae’s words first.


Sad, but true.


He let her keep the vacation house in Evergreen Cove, and the Subaru they’d recently paid off. “I’d pay alimony if we were married,” he’d told her, assuaging his guilt. “The house at the Cove, the car, it’s the least I can do.”


The very least, she thought bitterly at the time, but now she didn’t feel bitter. She considered herself blessed things had ended before she’d thrown good years after bad into a relationship doomed to fail.


Russell was a software developer, a pragmatic thinker, and ten years older than Charlie. She met him at a wedding—prior to her photography career, so rather than the photographer, she’d been the bridesmaid at this particular event. A guest of the groom, Russell had sought her out, danced with her, and practically begged her to take his phone number.


After several dates she learned he didn’t want to be married, and he didn’t want children. She had always wanted children and assumed children were the natural path following marriage. But when it became clear they were serious, she’d decided both marriage and children were things she could live without. With the right person, sacrifices were unavoidable. Forever would be worth it.


But her relationship didn’t last forever, making the six-year compromise she’d made much harder to live with now.


After the kitchen conversation over coffee, he’d arranged for movers to extricate her from the house and then Russell had eloped with a woman with three children. One going into college and twin boys in the sixth grade. He gave no explanation for what changed his mind, but she knew. The other woman, Darian.


Darian had changed his mind.


Which had the unpleasant side effect of making Charlie feel like she hadn’t been enough.


She’d taken what was behind door number two and moved on as intact as she could. Some nights, the hurt and the fear of being alone lingered. The fact she’d been unable to achieve the seemingly simple goal of having a family and settling down had haunted her enough that on those nights she became practically nocturnal.


Taking in a deep, humid breath, Charlie centered herself on the here and now. June was nearly July and the hot and sticky had both settled in at the Cove for the long haul. Sunlight danced on the surface of the lake, sending waves rippling in the wind. Behind the lake, in the sea of evergreens lining the hills, there were a few hidden homes, but that was too “deep woods” for her taste.


From her coveted porch—yes, even her fancy neighbors with their large, enviable homes admitted to coveting her porch—a patch of grass gave way to shore and led into the water. Her aquatic neighbor, Earl, stepped out onto the deck of his beaten houseboat off to the left where it was anchored in the deep, and raised a hand to wave. She could make out his pipe, handlebar white mustache, and sunglasses from here. He was tanned and brawny and made the best clam chowder she’d ever tasted.


Murmuring from the side of her house brought her to her feet as the smile spread her mouth.


Finally!


The voices grew louder as they closed in and she strode across the porch to meet them. She couldn’t make out the exact words, but she knew the boy’s voice as if he were her own.


“Aunt Charlie!” Lyon appeared around the corner and burst into a run. Before she had a chance to take the three steps to the grass to meet him, he bounded up them and straight into her arms. She caught him against her, savoring how small he was, knowing it was a battle with time she’d lose, and bent to kiss his head. His tight curls had grown out some since she saw him last. They tickled her nose.


Pulling away, she flattened his hair with both hands. It sprang up again, refusing to be tamed.


“You need a haircut,” she teased.


“I knoooooow.” He rolled his green-blue eyes. Lionel Downey was a stunning kid. He had Rae’s chocolate-brown skin, a touch lighter than hers had been, and her genuine, full smile. He had his father to thank for his eye color: ocean blue so striking against his dark features.


“That’s a tired subject, if you can’t tell.”


Her eyes went to Evan, who’d crossed his bare arms over his chest and leaned a hip into the column at the bottom of the steps to watch their interaction. His presence wasn’t overbearing or intimidating, but easy. Evan matched his laid-back, live-and-let-live attitude with a lazy swagger that was anything but. He’d worked hard his entire life and as a result, confidence oozed from every pore. The thinning pair of Levi’s, the casual T-shirt hugging his chest, his array of tattoos, and devil-may-care smile he showed to the world were him through and through, but Charlie knew Evan ran deeper than his outer layer.


Her eyes tracked along the tattoos decorating his arms to the new one. His latest patch of artwork was a series of evergreen trees, their dark blue-black bases circling his wrist and branching up his arm, their tops almost reaching his elbow. Each tree was a different height, and knowing his attention to detail, each one had some significance. The whole of the pictorial on his arm had a big one.


His moving to Evergreen Cove.


Unable to keep it from happening, her heart reverted to the state it’d been in at age fifteen, somersaulting in the wrongest way imaginable. Before he was Rae’s, oh, how Charlie had pined for Evan Downey. Must have been seeing him back here, or maybe her earlier thoughts about her life, that caused the mini-backslide.


But she couldn’t backslide. She’d made a vow to herself, to Rae’s silent body, to care for Lyon and Evan.


“Did you guys eat?” she asked.


“Yeah. Dairy Dreem,” Lyon confirmed.


She knew it. She tilted her chin at Evan in reprimand. An accidentally sensual smirk crooked his mouth, surrounded in a one or two days’ worth of stubble.


“We didn’t only get ice cream.”


“Yeah, we had French fries,” Lyon added, earning a headshake from his dad.


“No loyalty.” The smirk slid into a grin and if that didn’t cause her heart the subtlest flutter, the wink would. And there it was, one blue eye closing and opening again—a flutter in and of itself—the blue so bright, it was nearly electric.


Was it any wonder he’d been on her radar when she was a vacationing teen visiting the Cove? There’d been three “bad boys” she and Rae had noticed whenever they sunbathed at the beach. Evan Downey, Donovan Pate, and Asher Knight. For Charlie, Evan stood out the most.


Evan only had eyes for Rae.


At first she was heartbroken, but Charlie had kept that fact to herself. Teenage crushes were a dime a dozen, and predictably, she outgrew it in a few summers. Rae and Evan had been designed for each other. By the time she stood at Rae’s side as her maid of honor, there wasn’t a bone in her body not overjoyed that her best friend had found the love of her life.


After Rae’s death, Charlie had become a more consistent part of Evan’s and Lyon’s lives. Russell hadn’t liked it. More than once, she wondered if her decision to care for Rae’s family rather than prioritize him had ultimately led to their demise.


Staying in touch with Evan had been easy when she and Russell lived close by. After the breakup and relocation, however, her trips to Columbus became less frequent. Once she was settled and had a job, Charlie did make an overnight trip down to visit, and she ended up babysitting for Lyon.


She hadn’t minded the babysitting part. Not at all. But the fact that Evan had gone on a date with an incredibly beautiful blonde, then come home around three in the morning smelling of perfume and sex, had hurt her heart in a way she hadn’t known possible.


When he’d passed her in the hallway, Charlie had ducked her face into her palm to stifle a sob. Evan abruptly turned on his heel to wrap her in his arms and comfort her, and she had just lost it.


Him giving himself to a harlot who didn’t appreciate the things Rae had fallen in love with: his huge heart, his bottomless love for his family, was awful to witness.


Rae and Evan were supposed to live happily ever after. Lyon was supposed to grow up, get married, and dance with his mom at the reception. And Charlie… well, her life hadn’t turned out the way she’d planned, either.


Unable to voice the real reason for her crying jag, she’d blamed her emotions on her breakup with Russell, rather than the way it punched a hole in her chest to see the way she and Evan, Lyon, and Rae had all been shortchanged.


Life didn’t heed plans and dates. Life went on, and left whomever it pleased behind in the wreckage.


The memory caused her heart to ache, and her gut to yearn for what could have been. She flicked her eyes heavenward and sent up a mental, Sorry, Rae.


“Can I go inside?” Lyon pulled away from her and grabbed the handle on her sliding door.


“Knock yourself out,” she answered. “One more hug, though.” He acquiesced, giving her a halfhearted squeeze. She’d take what she could get. Soon, he’d be at an age where he wouldn’t snuggle with her any longer and she thought that might be the day she started crying and never stopped.


Evan pushed out of his casual lean, uncrossed his inked arms, and stomped up the three steps separating her from him. “Missed you, Ace.”


Him being close made her feel better instantly. “Missed you, too.”


He slid the door aside and motioned for her to go in, but when he ran a hand through his shaggy, mussed bedhead, she felt her heart kick against her chest in the slightest show of appreciation.


And for that, she should be ashamed.


Sorry, Rae.















CHAPTER TWO
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One week later, Evan’s new house was beginning to feel like home. No, better than home. Like the place he was supposed to be but never knew it.


Floor-to-ceiling windows offered an amazing view of the hill of evergreens on the opposite side of the lake, and the lake herself.


This house was nothing like the old one. That’d been the whole point in coming here. Its best feature being his art supplies were no longer stashed in a cramped back room barely holding his drawing desk and easel. The front room, formerly dance studio, also had floor-to-ceiling windows and was twenty times the size of his art corner on East Level Road. It held not only his desk, but three large easels, a stack of canvases—some full, some empty leaning against the wall—and a tall black shelf packed with supplies.


The space may have been designed for a dancer but transformed perfectly for a former tattooist with a budding illustration career. The “former” part was in name only. He hadn’t been able to resist setting up his chair, table, and inks in the corner. He couldn’t completely trade out one passion for the other. Wasn’t the way he was built.


The AC kicked on as he rounded the wall—the only privacy for his open loft bedroom—and took the stairs, laundry basket in hand. Lyon was on the floor in the living room, settled on a rug in front of a twenty-foot stone fireplace likely responsible for keeping this room cooler than the others.


“Laundry, buddy.”


Lyon sighed over the iPad where he played some battling clan game a magazine article recently claimed was “as addictive as meth.” Evan had laughed the claim off at first. Now he was beginning to see the signs.


“In a minute,” Lyon responded in a zombie drone.


He stood over his son and toed his ribs with one shoe. “Bud.”


Lyon frowned up at him, miraculously tearing his eyes away from the game for two seconds to argue, “I’ll lose this battle if I stop now!”


God. The look on his face. Evan’s heart clutched. Pulled brows, set mouth. He looked like Rae whenever he did that. Which was probably why he let the kid get away with murder.


“After this battle. But right after. Do not play another or no more iPad today.”


As a single parent, he’d dealt a lot with the issue of being too soft or too hard. Sometimes it was best for both of them if he rode the middle.


Lyon ignored him, the yells and hollers coming from the game an annoying cacophony.


Evan pushed his foot into Lyon’s side and rolled him over, wiggling his shoe into his son’s belly. “Yeah?”


“Yeah, Dad,” Lyon confirmed, smile intact, eyes returning to the screen.


Bleary-eyed from a sleepless, and artless, night, Evan headed to the washer and dryer on the opposite side of the house and loaded in towels, sorting the whites from the colors and pulling the washer button on. Unlike everyone assumed, he didn’t have to learn how to do laundry after Rae died. He’d always done the laundry.


He grunted a dry chuckle as he recalled why: early on, she had dyed every last one of his whites pink. Rae Lynn Downey. Epic in the kitchen, disaster in the laundry room.


The memory of her face, smiling wide as she’d pressed his newly stained T-shirt to his chest, slammed into him, making his next breath impossible to draw.


Last night, a dream, more memory than dream, shook him awake. Rae’s smiling face losing its light, his inability to bring her back. In a habit he wished he could shed, he’d reached for her side of the bed. Empty as expected, but worse because it wasn’t “her” side at all. When he moved, he’d replaced their bed.


He told himself a second chance meant starting over, and bringing history into the new house wasn’t good juju. So, he’d dragged the old pillow-top, queen-size bed he and Rae had conceived their son on out to the curb and ordered a new mattress to be delivered the day after he arrived. And he’d been fine with that.


Until last night.


In the barren emptiness of three a.m., the massive king bed with a black iron headboard and plain white bedding, the bed he’d told himself would be a “blank canvas” for his life in Evergreen Cove, felt… wrong.


Sheets soaked through with sweat, his hands shaking, and Rae’s blank, open eyes flashing in the forefront of his brain, a sick realization washed over him. No longer was she merely missing from his bed. He’d erased her entirely.


Unable to sleep, he’d traipsed down to his studio, knowing what came out of his paintbrush would be the opposite of productive, but at least would get him through to morning.


Demons exorcised, the images he’d created were like the others he painted in the wee hours. Dark, broody, and having no place in a children’s book.


Evan dropped the lid of the washer as Lyon marched into the laundry room, dropped off his clothes, and started out again.


“Bud. Sort.”


“Daaaad.”


His response was to point at the hamper.


Lyon’s shoulders slumped until he resembled a melting Wicked Witch of the West, but at Evan’s silent stare, he finally obeyed and began to sort.


The attitude was something he could live without, but at least the kid was doing his chore.


Good enough.


In the land of single parenthood, it was the national anthem.


“Oatmeal or eggs?”


“Eggs,” Lyon answered, exasperated.


“You got it.” Evan tracked to the kitchen to fix his boy eggs, and reminded himself he was raising an independent man who would eventually care for himself. Since their small family had decreased by one member, it’d been Lyon and Evan as a unit. A team.


Team Downey.


That was how this was gonna work… the only way this was gonna work. Especially as they settled in to a new town, Lyon went to a new school, and Evan adjusted to his new career.


A second chance. A fresh start.


As he put the pan on the burner, Rae’s beautiful face flashed in his memory again. In the light of day it was easier to convince himself a blank canvas wasn’t a bad thing.















CHAPTER THREE
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Shit.”


Propping a hand on his thigh, Evan slouched on the wheeled wooden chair in his studio and stared down the fat, blank pad of newsprint. Like the tan, soft paper in front of him might have an answer for what to try next.


Whenever he ran up against the equivalent of writer’s block for painters—artist’s block, if that was a thing—he refused to let it stop him. He drew through it. As a result, the floor was littered with sketches of farm animals. Fifteen, no—wait—sixteen if he counted the one he’d wadded up and tossed to the other side of the room.


He scratched the scruff on his jaw. Defeated by a cartoon pig. He blew out a frustrated breath.


When grief took him in the wee hours, he had no problem unleashing his creative instincts on canvas. But when it came to work—keeping food on the table, a roof over their heads—bam! Roadblock.


Last summer, his agent, Gloria Shields, persuaded him to attend an immersion class with her other illustrator clients in Chicago. He had, leaving Lyon in the care of his oldest brother, Landon. Evan took the break and used it to focus on his art. Surprise, surprise, he’d tuned into a muse that didn’t solely lurk around in the dead of night.


He came back home and life started up again, with its monotonous schedule and repetitive requirements like trash day, dental appointments, and grocery shopping, and that fresh-faced muse grew bitchy, donned fangs, and became nocturnal once again.


If she showed up at all.


Then he got a visit from another muse entirely—a real one, by the name of Asher Knight.


Every year when he was a kid, his family vacationed in the same area of Evergreen Cove. A group of cabins lined the public beach, and though his parents hadn’t succeeded in getting the same cabin every year, they did manage to go the same week.


They weren’t the only ones.


The youngest in his family at age fourteen, Evan had been the rebel without a clue. Wasn’t any wonder he’d sought out trouble when he came here on vacation. His brother, Aiden, had been all about the girls; their sister, Angel, busy keeping her girlfriends away from Aiden; and Landon—well, hell, he was out of high school by then and didn’t associate with the “kids.”


But that summer in particular, Evan had met two guys who had been more bad news than good. Donovan Pate was one of them, Asher Knight was the other, and arguably, both were still more bad news than good.


Donovan was the scrappier of the two and enjoyed a good fistfight. The day Evan met the taller boy with ink-black hair and ghostly silver-blue eyes, Evan had stood his ground and earned the bump on his nose he still sported. They were still close. Go figure.


Asher was far less intense, leaning more toward mischief than meanness. Proof in the fact they’d sneaked out one night to the library and covered the brick walls in anatomically correct graffiti. He’d never forget the newspaper headline that weekend: PENIS BANDITS STRIKE! Or the combination of terror and joy he’d felt when he heard his mother gasp, followed by the laughter she and his dad hadn’t been able to repress.


Evan hadn’t seen much of Ash since Ash had made something of himself, but out of nowhere, a call came from fellow Penis Bandit turned “rock god”—Asher’s words—that his band, Knight Time, had an upcoming show nearby.


He hadn’t hesitated inviting his buddy over.


Within thirty seconds, they were back where they were years ago, recanting the past while Evan touched up a tattoo for him. When Evan mentioned his recent foray into illustration, Asher admitted he’d been entertaining the idea of writing a children’s book.


Evan’s response had been, “You?” He’d watched Ash on stage, screaming his lungs out, and the turnstile of women he’d been seen with since his rise to fame. “Kid-friendly” didn’t exactly describe his buddy. “The hell do you know about children’s books?”


“What the hell do you know about illustrating?” Asher had shot back, followed by the very valid point of, “You can’t write for shit. I write songs for a living.”


That’s when The Adventures of Mad Cow had started. Over the next two days, they conceptualized a story and Evan dug in on the concept. A badass bovine was born.


Mad Cow longed to break free from the farm before he became a double cheeseburger, and they’d matched him with a troupe of oddball, big-hearted animals who agreed to help.


When Gloria laid eyes on Mad Cow, his leather collar decked out with a row of cowbells, a ring through one nostril, gauged ears, tattoo of a weather vane on one bicep, she was sold.


Lucky for them, so was the publisher.


The book hit shelves in spring, surprising no one more than Evan by climbing the best-seller lists, which prompted the publisher to ask for a second book.


Asher was due to arrive in Evergreen Cove soon to help conceptualize the new book, which he’d explained to Evan was a revamped Batman and Robin situation. Mad Cow was getting a superhero sidekick.


Swine Flew.


But of course.


Unfortunately, Swine wasn’t coming together as easily as his counterpart. Evan groused down at the pile of papers, unsatisfied.


Like. At all.


Well. Hell. He’d have to hit it again later. His stomach was rumbling.


Lifting from his chair, he crossed the studio and paused to look out the windows. He took in the lapping shore, sand, and trees. Gorgeous here. Peaceful, quiet, and since it was summer, had the enviable location of being close to the water.


He pulled in a breath, vowed to get back to work after lunch, and started to step away when his eyes caught sight of one very curvy blonde lying on the dock, sunbathing.


Damn.


A long, narrow staircase led down the hill to the shared dock between his and Charlie’s house. The dock was supposed to be private, only used by Evan, Charlie, or their mostly absentee neighbors. Neighbors he hadn’t met. Neighbors, he was told, who were in their sixties.


The chick on the dock was not in her sixties.


Here he’d thought there wouldn’t be any hot, available women in this vacation town. Given they were on a private beach, that must mean the gorgeous creature sunning herself not far from his window lived around here.


One could hope.


Before he could head to the kitchen, an exuberant seven-year-old entered the scene outside, running out to the dock to greet her.


“Ah, shit.”


His boy knew not a stranger.


Evan slipped on a pair of flip-flops before rushing out the door, down the beach, and to the dock to retrieve his kid. Lyon was jabbering away about something, his voice carrying on the wind.


A few steps on the wooden dock, Evan opened his mouth to get Lyon’s attention when the blonde turned her head. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth for a second as his eyes traveled down her body and back up in disbelief.


Charlie?


She beamed up at him, squinting behind big, round sunglasses. “Hey.”


Barely dressed in a skimpy, hot-pink string bikini, her lush breasts were on display, her slim stomach and thick thighs bare and tanned. He realized belatedly he was staring at parts of her he’d never thought to admire before—and God, there was a lot to admire. She looked like a centerfold.


Her eyebrows rose the slightest bit as her smile faded.


Forcing himself to speak and stop being a creeper, he dipped his chin in greeting. “Ace.”


Her smile returned. “I was asking Lyon if he knew the names of the neighbors yet.”


Again, it hit Evan that when he was in the house, he’d thought Charlie might be a neighbor he’d like to get to know. Nothing much threw him anymore, but that displaced surge of attraction had. It still rumbled beneath the surface. Not good.


He redirected his attention to what he could handle—his son. “Hey, bud, what’d I say about getting too close to the water?”


“Dad. Charlie’s here.”


“Yeah, I see that.” She was all he could see at the moment. “And I’m sure she doesn’t want to be bothered every time she’s outside.”


“He’s okay.” Lounging, leaning on one elbow, she put a hand on Lyon’s arm.


He turned to his son, and away from Charlie’s incredible body, and crossed his arms over his chest. “Lionel.”


“Okaaaay.” Exasperated, as per his usual.


“Why aren’t you supposed to be down here?” Evan asked him.


“Because I haven’t had swimming lessons yet. But I can swim,” he insisted.


Lyon could doggie paddle. He couldn’t “swim.” Evan speared him with a look.


Charlie intervened. “When are your lessons?”


His kid stopped frowning at him and smiled at her instead. “Tomorrow!”


“Sounds promising,” she said, lightening the mood between father and son. It was new to have the tension erased. Maybe living nearer to her would have more benefits than Evan had first imagined.


“For now, stay off the dock,” he told his son. “The shore is fine, though.”


“Okay,” Lyon said, not sounding okay at all.


“Why don’t you bring your paper and markers out to the beach?” Maybe that’s what he should do. Despite the wall of windows letting in natural sunlight into his studio, Evan had been cooped up indoors all day. “I’ll get my stuff and join you.”


“I hate drawing.” Lyon dragged his feet. Evan felt his head shake.


He knew this, of course, but it hadn’t stopped him from trying to get his kid to show an ounce of interest in the very thing making Evan’s world go round.


“I’m gonna watch TV.” Lyon tromped up the dock, and Evan turned to Charlie, gesturing with an arm in the direction of his argumentative son.


“Ouch,” she said, but not out of sympathy. The tilt of her lips clearly showed amusement.


“First football, then superheroes, now swimming. How did Rae give birth to a sports nut?” She’d hated sports and Evan, at best, was ambivalent.


Charlie pushed her sunglasses into her blond hair and peered up at him, her hazel eyes scrunched.


“What are you doing out here, anyway? Playing hooky?” he asked. Like him, she worked from home.


He leaned a hip on the railing running along one side of the dock. She sat up, pushing off her elbows and bending her long, long legs to one side.


Incredible.


Again, it shocked him to notice. He’d always known she was attractive—far too attractive for that toad, Russell, she used to date—but he’d never noticed as much as he was noticing now.


“I work better at night.” She pushed the length of her hair off her shoulder where it slid like silk. “What about you? Shouldn’t you be illustrating?”


“I work better at night, too.” Not that last night had been productive by any stretch of the imagination.


“Why don’t you work at night then?”


Now she was giving him hell. Back on familiar ground.


“Because my son won’t let me sleep until noon.”


Knowing he was needling her, her mouth dropped open. “Hey! I was up by eleven thirty today, thank you very much.”


He knew. He’d spotted her on her deck, nursing a cup of coffee and staring out at the lake. He’d been in lunch mode, slapping bologna onto bread and starting load number three of laundry. In short, avoiding the studio.


“Live it up, Ace.” His eyes went to a boat docked in the distance, to the guy on his deck watering a plant that looked questionably legal. Reminded him of the time the three of them—Donny, Ash, and himself—tried to steal a boat from the dock. Morons.


“I can help, you know.”


His eyes snapped back to her. “Help with what?” Inappropriate ideas popped into his head, causing a rogue smile to pull his lips, but he managed to bite his tongue.


“Lyon. He can sunbathe with me, help me develop photos, go with me to the grocery. And you can work.”


“Not gonna happen, Ace.” His creative mind kicked into third gear at one in the morning, but that didn’t mean he’d give into the temptation.


He knew the price of getting to the zone-out stage. Locking himself in the studio at night. Music pumping into his head, the hours flying by, time ceasing to exist. In those dark hours, art became his drug, dragging him away from the real world rife with grief and responsibility and into a world where the only things that mattered were paint and canvas and color. Problem was, when he resurfaced, the real world waited to flay him, claws bared.


There was no true escape.


Didn’t make her offer any less tempting, but he brushed it aside. The price was too high to give into the beast that stalked him when the moon came out.


He pushed off the railing.


“I’m coming, too. Help me up.” Charlie held out a hand and he reached for her palm and pulled her up. She stood gracefully, coming to his shoulders, and tipped her head. In the breeze, her fair hair blew, and the warmth of her fingers wrapped around his made his head swim the slightest bit.


“Thanks,” she breathed.


“Welcome,” he said, amused when his voice came out in a growl. His next words didn’t stay in his mouth. “Packing a lot of heat there, Ace.”


His gaze trickled down to her breasts, bursting out of her bikini top. When he reached her face, he saw that her eyebrows had closed in slightly.


“Thought you were some hot local chick. I came down here to ask you on a date.”


She blinked at him, big hazel eyes going bigger.


Now that he considered it, he realized she was a hot local chick. Charlie and hot hadn’t exactly been synonyms in his mind. Until now.


Her laugh didn’t sound a hundred percent genuine, and he guessed the reason was shock over hearing he saw her as a hot chick. Couldn’t be helped. He’d never seen her this undressed before.


More’s the pity.


A strand of hair blew over her face and he reached to move it aside, skimming the piece behind her ear.


“You could send a seven-year-old straight into puberty in an outfit like that. And a full-grown man into a cold shower.”


Her smile faltered slightly, but before he became sure he’d pushed her too far, she laughed, the sound more natural than before.


“I’d talk.” She tipped her head toward one of his arms, then the other. “How many tickets to the gun show are you selling, anyway?”


“Enough for you and two of your friends.”


She shook her head but grinned.


He grinned back.


Her eyes went to her house. “Gotta go. I’m expecting a package.”


He smirked. “A ‘package,’ Ace?”


She rolled her eyes. “Pervert.”


“You said it.”


Collecting her towel and book, she shuffled into a pair of hideous pink Crocs and wiggled her amazing ass up the dock. “Talk to you later!” she called over her shoulder, looping the towel around her hips.


Shame.


Could’ve watched that ass a while longer.















CHAPTER FOUR
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Oh! Oh, that’s perfect.”


Sofie Martin stood from the chair she’d been sitting in and held both hands in front of her like she was stopping traffic.


Faith Garrett turned her head, her long, plaited, light blond braid swishing against her crisp cotton shirt. “What? What did I do?”


“It’s going to be so pretty!” Sofie clasped her hands in front of her face. She pinned Charlie with jade green eyes gone soft. “Tell me you’re getting this.”


Laughing, Charlie returned her eye to the viewfinder of her camera. “Almost,” she told her, then instructed Faith. “Keep walking,” followed by, “Lift the tray a little higher.” She adjusted the focus. “Little bit higher… there. Right there.”


She snapped a few more pictures of Faith in her waitress costume: white shirt, black pants, jaunty bow tie, holding a silver tray filled with mini-cheesecake bites from the local bakery, Sugar Hi.


Knowing the Evergreen Club had only given them an hour to use the empty reception hall, they had to hustle. Charlie had already taken the photos of Sofie and had quite a few good ones. Helping was Sofie’s curvaceous body bedecked in a clingy, but professional, short black dress, and the shine coming off her shoulder-length mahogany hair.


“Can we eat these now?” Faith asked of the tray of miniature cheesecakes balanced on one hand.


“Yes, please,” Charlie agreed while scrolling through the digital photos on her camera.


“I’m dieting,” Sofie said, but sat at the empty round table at the same time Charlie and Faith did. Charlie plugged the camera into her laptop and pulled up the photos so they could all see. “Can you Photoshop my ass so it looks smaller?”


“Shut up.” Faith shoved a mini-cheesecake in her mouth and elbowed Charlie. “Are you hearing this?”


“Sofe, how do you think you landed the USO event you planned over the spring? Because Jim Rivers thinks you’re drop-dead gorgeous,” Charlie supplied before she could answer.


“Jim Rivers.” Sofie scrunched her face. “Ewww.”


Faith reached for another cheesecake. “It’s true. I’ll never have your ass.”


Sending a longing look at the tray, Sofie muttered, “I wish you could have it. I’d so give it to you.”


Charlie met Sofie a few years ago at the furniture store where Charlie worked at that time. Sofie had just founded her party-planning company, Make It an Event. Charlie had just made the vacation house her permanent residence and, needing part-time work, had snapped up the sales job.


Sofie came into the shop looking to furnish her new storefront on Endless Avenue, and Charlie visited Make It an Event to give her recommendations. She and Sofie spent as much of the afternoon yakking as they did decorating. Sofie learned Charlie took photos for fun and encouraged her to look into selling her services. And when Charlie wasn’t sure she was good enough to get paid for her photography, it was Sofie who’d hired her first.


They’d been inseparable since.


“How many calories do you think are in one of these?”


“Seriously, sweetheart, if you bemoan the fat and calories one more time, I’ll eat the entire tray,” Faith said.


Charlie lifted a cheesecake bite and let the creamy, tart morsel melt on her tongue. “Faith is right. This is worth it.”


With a quirk of her lips, Sofie reluctantly reached for one and nibbled.


Faith rolled her eyes at Charlie, making her smile. She’d met the svelte, tanned, graceful-limbed Faith Garrett at Sofie’s apartment a few years ago. The woman who could double for a runway model was so easy to like, Charlie couldn’t hate her for her metabolism and good genes.


Faith worked at Abundance Market, overseeing the beer and wine department. To Charlie, she seemed as bored by her job as by her fiancé, the regional manager. The former she knew because Faith repeatedly mentioned how boring her job was, and the latter, because whenever the topic shifted to Michael, Faith changed it to talk about wine or beer instead.


“We should have gotten a few Devil Dogs,” Faith said, picking up another mini-dessert.


“Those are so fatten—erm—delicious,” Sofie corrected with a bright smile.


“What’s a Devil Dog?” Charlie asked.


Faith’s eyebrows rose.


The last bite of Sofie’s cheesecake hovered an inch from her mouth. “Are you serious?”


“I’m not much of a sweets person.”


Faith looked at Charlie like she’d announced she was a white supremacist. “I don’t understand.”


“The Devil Dog is a chocolate-dipped cake—”


Faith cut Sofie off with a karate chop to the air. “Two layers of chocolate cake sandwiched together with cream frosting in the middle, then dipped in dark chocolate.”


Charlie pressed her lips together to keep from giggling.


“Dark chocolate,” Sofie repeated reverently.


“Well. We must get one of these Devil Dogs.”


“One for each of us,” Faith reiterated.


“Not me. I have to work off the extra seven pounds I gained over the winter.” She dipped her chin at Faith. “I don’t have your height to disguise the gain.”


No one did. Faith was hovering around five-ten, several inches over both Sofie and Charlie.


“Eat.” Charlie pushed the tray toward Sofie.


“One’s my limit.”


“Sofie,” came Faith’s scolding tone. “I’ll eat them all if you don’t help.”


“I’ll help.” Charlie popped another cheesecake into her mouth, this one dripping with a sugary cherry drizzle.


“Fine,” Sofie acquiesced, reaching for another.


“There isn’t a part of your body you should be ashamed of.” Charlie licked a drop of cherry drizzle off her thumb. “At least you don’t look like a porn star in a bikini.”


Sofie choked back a laugh.


“It’s true! I’d kill for a normal size pair of boobs instead of a pair of double-Ds sitting distractedly on my chest.”


“I’d love to have your rack, Charlotte.” This from Faith, who gestured to her own small breasts. “If I wear a strapless dress, I have to have it tailored so tight I can hardly breathe or it’ll fall to my waist.”


“Yeah but your legs are nine miles long,” Sofie pointed out. “And so are yours, Charlie. I’ve seen you in a bikini.”


“So did my new neighbor,” she admitted with a wince. When she’d strolled down to the dock, she hadn’t thought a single thing about laying out in her favorite bathing suit and relaxing… until Evan appeared on the dock.


“Ohhh, now we’re getting somewhere.” Faith smiled.


“It’s not like that.” Though, maybe it was a bit like that. Because the moment Evan showed up on the dock, Charlie had to play it extra cool to not react to his presence. Under his turquoise gaze yesterday, her tasteful, cute bathing suit felt like it was covering a hell of a lot less.


“How are they adjusting?” Sofie asked, meaning Evan and Lyon. Charlie had filled them in on him moving here, on how Lyon was like the nephew she’d never had. Which was not technically true. She did have a nephew, but her sister was distant, both geographically and emotionally, and Charlie rarely saw Theo.


“Good. Settling nicely,” she answered, careful to keep any hint of a lilt out of her voice. “Lyon loves it here.”


“That’s great,” Sofie said sincerely.


Faith clucked her tongue. “Must be horrible to find the love of your life and then have to live the rest of your life without her.”


“Yeah,” Charlie agreed. “Rae was one of a kind.”


Rae and Charlie may not have lived close to one another, but it didn’t stop Rae from being the most consistent person in her life. Charlie’s sister lived on the other side of the country—Texas last she’d heard—and their father… their father made it clear to his girls that they were on their own when their mother died. Charlie was seventeen at the time and graduated from high school. She had needed him then more than ever, but unable to deal with his grief over losing her mother, he just… left.


“She died right around when we met, right?” Sofie asked.


It took Charlie a second to realize she was asking about Rae and not her mom.


“Four years.” Four long years since Rae dropped to her knees in her hallway, taken by her weak heart, a condition doctors never knew she had until it was too late. “She was twenty-six.”


“Wow.” This from both girls. That one word said what they were all thinking: Too young.


A rap on the wall drew their attention to the doorway where the Evergreen Club’s manager stood. “About done, ladies? We have to set up for a bar mitzvah.”


“On our way out,” Charlie assured the manager, who left with a nod of his head. She turned to Sofie. “He’s cute.”


“Eh.”


“Come on,” Faith pressed.


“Yeah.” Charlie unscrewed the lens from her camera. “He’s fairly tall, has a nice… um… tie.”


Faith laughed and stood to fetch the padded camera bag.


“He’s so cute, why don’t you go out with him?” Sofie asked Charlie.


“Because I’m very busy and important.” And because she had no interest in diving back into the dating pool after Russell had dragged her to the deep end and left her there with an anchor tied around her neck.


“Not your type?” Faith craned a light eyebrow.


At the mention of “type,” a vision of dark hair, blue eyes, and a tilted smile popped into her head.


Well. That was… unexpected. Then again, who could help eyeing Evan Downey in a semi-tight white tee outlining his firmly muscled chest, revealing enough of those delicious tattoos to cause her heart to flutter? Not to mention the brash way he’d pointed out her, uh, assets. All while sporting a smile both lethal and charming.


He didn’t mince words, blurting out exactly what he thought. And he’d mentioned a grown man, a cold shower, something about a hot chick he’d come down to ask out on a date.


There was only one way to take that conversation.


He thought she looked hot.


She really didn’t know what to do with that.


“Um…”


“Mm-hmm.” Sofie, who eerily possessed the ability to read Charlie’s mind, hummed. Thankfully, she let her off the hook. “When will you have my brochure designed?”
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