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            CHAPTER 1

         

         Mother Nature’s a tease.”

         A snap of lightning revealed itself, then vanished so quickly that it held no color, no discernible shape. There was no cry of thunder to punctuate it. Only a spark, there and gone in a blink.

         So swiftly that the congregation of mourners, with their heads bent and expressions brushed with quiet grief, didn’t glance up to acknowledge the bolt that had struck so low in the early-evening sky that it very well could’ve tasted the ocean.

         Sofia Mercer couldn’t argue with her friend/dry-humor dispenser’s assessment. “The best tease there is.” Her focus traveled past the hilltop cemetery and its canopy of trees—trees that offered no real protection from the elements and left everyone vulnerable to the assault of wind—to the deep gray water in the distance. Waves danced, swayed, collided. Her chest ached, not with the bite of mourning that had settled inside her the moment she’d gotten word of her great-aunt’s sudden death but with the dull soreness that aggravated the dark mahogany north-to-south scar between her breasts. The sensation coincided with crappy weather—not that it was always accurate. And she certainly wasn’t interested in convincing people, even her closest friend, that she prepared for storms based on whether her surgical scar was itchy and achy.

         Which was the only reason she hadn’t taken her umbrella when she and Joss Vail had left New York City this morning to drive to Cape Cod for the funeral. According to Joss, who swore by her trusted weather app, Barnstable County would be blessed with a sun-and-surf Memorial Day weekend. That had been hours ago, when they were loading suitcases and tote bags—mostly Joss’s—into Sofia’s all-the-extras SUV for an overnight stay on the Cape.

         If the stab of lightning overhead and the warning ache of Sofia’s scar were any indication, this edge of the county was due for rain and chaos before sun and surf. Now they were standing in a town that was as close to the Atlantic as one could get without taking a dip in the water, huddled against the wind with the other mourners. Most were strangers to Sofia. Maybe they’d been familiar—friends, even—before, but time had chipped away any connection. Some had responded with forced smiles when she caught their eye. A few had offered awkward hugs before escaping across the grass to fiddle with cell phones or spew gossip about her in whispers that rode the wind.

         Sofia couldn’t be comforted or consoled or insulted. She couldn’t be forced to care about smiles or embraces or whispered gossip—not when she and her father had been forced to put Eaves, Massachusetts, in the rearview mirror.

         Years in the past, she reminded herself again. It didn’t matter, but it did.

         It mattered that only death could compel Sofia to return to Eaves. It mattered that she felt like an outsider, an interloper, an intruder. Though logically she deserved to grieve among the people who, even if they’d never loved her, had respected Luz Azcárraga. Yet none of it should matter, because she was here today to lay an orchid on Aunt Luz’s casket and say a prayer and good-bye.

         Prepared to do just that, she took a bracing breath of sea-and-salt-scented air and ventured deeper into the gathering, toward the array of luscious spring blooms and gilded-framed photographs on easels that surrounded the six-foot-deep carving in the earth. The images reacquainted her with the Argentine woman Sofia remembered. Luz hadn’t been much older than Sofia’s mother. So vivacious and piss-and-vinegar, she’d resisted monogamous relationships, and to defy the conservatives who’d tried to shut down her erotic boutique she’d famously bicycled into a town hall meeting wearing nothing but tattoos, ass floss, and Not-Allowed-symbol pasties.

         How many more crazy-wild stories would Luz have shared over the round of ice-cold beer Sofia had been promising her every birthday since she’d turned twenty-one? Maybe she’d broken that promise so many times that Luz eventually quit holding her to it. Maybe not. No way to tell—and, hell, she deserved the painful weight of that unknown. The casket was already inside the plot. Without apology or explanation, Aunt Luz was gone.

         As the priest concluded his prayer, the guests began to disperse, murmuring words Sofia didn’t register. Approaching the casket, she was vaguely aware of Joss trailing her. The next time she was annoyed with her friend for leaving dirty dishes in the sink or borrowing stuff without asking first, she’d recall that Joss had passed up the opportunity to cater pastries for an elite Upper East Side bazaar and sacrificed a Hamptons weekend with her man to moral-support Sofia through her great-aunt’s funeral.

         Kneeling, Sofia paused before whispering, “Bless you, Aunt. Good-bye.” She reached down and let the orchid drop soundlessly onto the casket, then straightened to find her friend studying the frames.

         “You look like her—especially in this pic here,” Joss commented, glancing from Sofia to the photograph of a twentysomething Luz posed on an antique bicycle against a backdrop of a sandy Eaves street and the Atlantic Ocean. There were flowers stuffed in the bicycle’s basket and decorating her hair.

         Sofia considered her own features: the dense wavy hair, gently hooked nose, and smattering of freckles came from her father’s Irish heritage and the full lips, the dark eyes, and the touch of warmth in her pale complexion were gifts from her Argentine American mother. She was proof that once upon a time nothing but love had existed between her parents, that no cultural or political differences could eclipse their need to be together. Nice fantasy, whenever she was in the mood to overlook the divorce and how she couldn’t remember her mother even if she wanted to.

         “When I was a kid, people would call me Luz’s miniature. As the story goes, when I was born she insisted that even though I’m only a quarter Argentine, I would look like her.” At the warning howl of wind, she crossed her arms to rub them. The high-necked black leather dress she wore was decently durable, but the garment was sleeveless and left her exposed from midthigh to the tops of her pink high heels. “Not even genetics could stop Aunt Luz from getting her way.”

         “A determined lady. Like you.”

         Determined, sure. But Aunt Luz had no hard limits when it came to family. Folks hurt her, abused her, walked away from her, but she refused to cut them off. Sofia’s heart—the one that had failed, and the one that pumped life through her body now—could never be so forgiving…and that frightened her. “Shh, Joss. Don’t let Aunt hear you,” she said with a soft smile. “A lady she had no ambitions to be. She was a beer-drinking, card-playing firecracker who peddled lingerie and kinky sex toys for a living.” She took another glance down at the casket as she began to walk away. “And I loved her.”

         “I know you did.”

         “It’s complicated, Joss.”

         “I know,” she said again, steering Sofia to the side, out of the way of a group of people approaching the plot with long-stemmed roses in tow.

         “Miss Mercer? Espere un momento—Miss Mercer?”

         Sofia halted. She hadn’t been referred to as miss since before her thirtieth birthday, which had come and gone uneventfully. At thirty-one, she was still in her twenties at heart. Literally. The female organ donor had been several years Sofia’s junior.

         A hulk of a man with sun-toasted olive skin, an angular face, and a gray-streaked braid about as long as Sofia’s arm approached. Accompanying him was a cocktail of scents: leather from his jacket, tobacco on his breath, and something earthy that had her thinking of the barefoot walks through the woods she’d loved before everything fell to shit.

         A biker. He had to be one. He probably had tattoos, club patches, a road name, and stories that’d blind her mind’s eye.

         He traveled with steel between his thighs, with the sun sitting on his brow and the wind fondling his hair. She just knew it—and was instantly jealous.

         She lived in the safest New York City apartment she and her friend could afford, and the only reckless danger she dabbled in was scoring X-rated flicks for the monthly pizza-and-porn night she and her work friends gathered for after hours.

         “Yes?” she said slowly, noticing one hand was hidden behind his back.

         He muttered, “Vamanos” as he revealed a leash gripped in his fist. At the other end of it was a gray-coated, silver-eyed wolf.

         “Holy shit cakes!” Joss yelped, then slapped her designer as-seen-on-the-red-carpet coin purse over her mouth. “Sorry—but what is that and why is it at a funeral?”

         “Siento, señorita,” the man said with a look that should’ve been patient but was instead pissed off. “You allergic?”

         “To wolves?” Sofia and Joss asked in tandem.

         At that he smiled, and he dropped a few notches on Sofia’s asshole meter. “Tish is a purebred Siberian husky. Four years old. An award-winning show dog, before Luz took her out of the business. Tu tía found Tish to be a remarkable companion. Hold this, por favor?” He was already looping the leash over one of her wrists.

         Sofia’s scar began to ache again, and she rolled her eyes skyward. Twilight was falling, and overcast thickening. “You are…?”

         “Javier Bautista.” His handshake almost took her arm out of its socket.

         “You’re Aunt Luz’s lawyer?” In the brief minutes they’d spoken on the phone, she’d imagined a suit-and-tie type of man. At least one who religiously used a razor.

         “Got the card to prove it,” he said, giving her a lengthy stare that danced the fragile line between rude and stranger-dangery. He held out an embossed business card between two fingers.

         “Then you took care of her funeral.”

         “I took care of Luz.”

         “Luz didn’t let anyone take care of her.”

         “No, Miss Mercer. I didn’t let her stop me from taking care of her.” Tangled up in his accent and hoarse baritone was a delicate strand of emotion. “Luz left clear instructions. But…joder! Neither of us expected an aneurism to take her out.”

         Sofia didn’t know the intricacies of her great-aunt’s life or death. But she wanted to learn every detail, including what really defined Luz’s relationship with Javier Bautista—who, even ripened by the elements, appeared not much older than forty.

         “I’m headed to the bar a coupla doors down from Luz’s store. Going to have a beer in her honor. Join me?”

         “I’m not going to do that.”

         “When do you want to settle the paperwork?”

         “Paperwork?” She glanced to Joss, who gave her a look that said What the hell you looking at me for?

         The lawyer’s brows formed a tight V over cinnamon-brown eyes.

         Joss took her cue without hesitation, stepping away to tour the gravestones peppered across the dense grass, seemingly relieved to escape the company of the Siberian husky, which now sat solemnly at Sofia’s feet.

         Sofia swung her wary gaze from the canine to the man. “Mr. Bautista—”

         “Just Bautista.”

         “Okay. Bautista. All I know is that I’m here for my great-aunt’s funeral. I don’t know why I’m holding a wolf’s—dog’s—leash, and I definitely don’t know what paperwork you’re talking about settling.”

         “Luz left it all to you,” he said slowly. “The business. Stock. Tish. Everything.”

         You’ve got to be fucking kidding. Sofia didn’t say the words. Paralyzed, she said nothing—simply stood with her skinny pink heels sinking into the ground and Tish the wolf-dog sitting vigil beside her as Javier Bautista invited her to find him at the bar if she changed her mind and then walked away…

         Leaving Sofia wide-open to a sudden onslaught of rain and questions.

         Shrieking, Joss rushed back over as the crowd of guests scattered and the cemetery crew began to cover Luz’s grave. For the first time Sofia noticed that almost everyone carried umbrellas.

         “I’ll never trust that damn weather app again,” she said, rediscovering her ability to speak.

         “Fair enough. And that man? Javier Bautista?”

         “Just Bautista.”

         “Mm-hmm. Boyfriend. Boyfriend. Boyfriend.”

         “Why are you repeating that word?”

         “To remind myself that I’m stamped. Otherwise I’ll need to change my panties. He’s hot, don’t you think?”

         “I think, Joss, that he’s old enough to be your father.”

         “You do not.”

         Relenting, Sofia said, “All right, I’m exaggerating. But I think Aunt Luz might’ve been more to him than just a client. And clearly he’s much older than you and me.” Not just in age—he had the kind of wear and tear that didn’t come from coasting through the years, but from experience, brutal knocks, hard living.

         Joss paused, her blue eyes narrowed to long-lashed slits. “Why’d Bautista haul ass away from here without the dog?”

         “She’s my dog…now. Aunt Luz left her to me.”

         “What are you supposed to do? Take her back to Manhattan and hide her in the apartment? Which, by the way, isn’t an option.” Joss plastered her itty-bitty purse on top of her head, but it offered no shelter whatsoever for her ash-blond curls. “Let’s get in the car. We both look like wet dogs, and we’ve got an actual wet dog to consider.”

         Sofia tugged the leash, met resistance, and gave Tish a pleading look. “I can’t leave you here,” she said to the dog, painfully aware that the beast wouldn’t move if she didn’t want to and could very competently snap off a limb if she felt threatened enough. “Come with me? Tish.”

         The dog’s ears twitched, and a pink tongue darted out to lick across her nose. The movement gave Sofia a good enough look at her choppers. Hell.

         Tish rose to all fours, power and sinew beneath the fur, and began walking.

         “If you’re going to try to keep this dog, you have to establish authority,” Joss cautioned as they neared Sofia’s SUV.

         “First I have to establish that she’s not looking at me and seeing Tish chow. Help me get her in the backseat.” After some maneuvering, the dog was settled on one of the rear leather seats with Joss beside her and Sofia behind the wheel.

         “Where’s the reception being held again?” Joss inquired after a too-long stretch of silence.

         “I’m not going,” Sofia said, blinking drops of mascara-tinged rainwater out of her lashes. “I was just super-soaked out there, and…Joss, she left her world to me. Everything that made her Luz. She left it all to me.”

         “Everything?”

         “Her dog, her business. Aunt Luz’s attorney”—she fumbled for the business card—“said there are stocks.”

         “In what?”

         “Don’t know. God, I didn’t know she had a pet. She left everything to me.”

         “You said that already,” Joss reminded her carefully.

         “I know. Just trying to see if repeating it helps me believe it. I wanted to be just like Aunt Luz—focused, a real go-getter. Now I find out she left her life to me.”

         “Believe it yet, Sof?”

         “No.” She turned the key in the ignition, and the V8 engine purred. She’d have to have the vehicle ridded of dog odor once they returned to New York. It had taken a decade of doing without designer clothes and restaurant dinners to save enough money to cash-buy the Lexus—the one gift she’d allowed herself since the fashion merchandising certificate she’d tacked onto her business degree. Parking, gasoline, and maintenance costs made owning a car in the city an impractical luxury, but the SUV was freedom, safety, and emotional comfort on four wheels.

         “If we’re not going to the reception, let’s at least get some sandwiches to take back to the cottage,” Joss said. “We need to find something to feed Tish in case she gets any bright ideas about gnawing on me or my possessions.”

         Fingers of fading sunlight now bled into the swirling blue-and-lavender horizon. The beautiful wash of red and gold and violet lounged over the sloping hills and a curtain of tangled trees. The rain had ceased, but Sofia didn’t trust that a ten-minute downpour was the worst of the storm.

         Navigating onto Eaves’s main road, which would take them from the cemetery to what comprised the resort town’s hub, Sofia saw that the perfect black pavement cut into a cave of overhanging trees. It was almost glorious enough to give her peace.

         All too soon the trees gave way to a mishmash of buildings tucked here and there. Lowering the windows in hopes of drying her hair and neutralizing the stink of rain-drenched dog, she was greeted with charcoal- and seafood-accented air.

         “When I was a kid, there was a gas station on this street…somewhere…that had a sandwich shop in it. The owner named sandwiches after his favorite customers.”

         “Get a sandwich named after you?”

         “The Sick Pickle Sub. Your average sub sandwich, but with no mayo and extra mustard and double dill pickle.” Sofia peeked into the rearview mirror to see an expression of horror on Joss’s face. “Thought you liked mustard and pickles.”

         “Sick pickle?” Joss leaned forward to grip the front passenger seat’s headrest. “That’s hella insensitive, don’t you think?”

         “Gordie was my dad’s friend, a very nice old guy. My bad ticker wasn’t a secret, but a lot of folks had the idea that it was a taboo subject. Not Gordie. Naming my favorite sandwich what he did was his way of saying, ‘Hey, she’s ill and we all know it and this is her sandwich.’”

         “Never would’ve thought of it that way. Think Gordie’s still hanging around?”

         Sofia shrugged. “I tried to stop thinking about Eaves some time ago. My dad and I moved when I was seventeen, the transplant happened when I was nineteen, and the rest is…”

         “Your new life.”

         “Something like that. Ah—here we are!” She indicated a gas station tucked off the shoulder of the road to the right. “Might as well squeeze a few gallons into the tank, in case the innkeepers boot us out for trying to smuggle a dog in and we have to drive around for a place that’ll put us up.”

         Joss groaned as a fresh sheet of rain fell from the heavens. “I’m not going out in nature’s shower again,” she declared, settling back in her seat. “I want to eat, wash my hair, dry my clothes, and go to sleep. Just give me food. We haven’t eaten since Mystic. That’s just cruel.”

         “Sorry you signed up to be my friend?”

         “Never. I’ll even prove it.” Joss exited the SUV, then came around to let the dog out. “See? I’m taking Tish out for a piss. This meal, though—and I’m talking sandwich, drink, and Fritos—is on you.”

         Sofia smiled all the way to the tiny convenience store, because it felt good to do something other than harp on the past and panic about the future.

         She didn’t know what inheriting her great-aunt’s life really meant. She didn’t know what kind of secrets hung between Luz and Bautista, didn’t know how long Joss would stick around the Cape before her Wall Street lover called her back to New York. She didn’t know what she was going to do with a former show dog that could kill her with a single strategic bite.

         But she hadn’t come out on the other side of heart failure, abandonment, and shelving her dreams of a Manhattan retail career just to crumple now.

         Survive or get licked. For her there was only ever one option, and she’d survive this day rocking black leather and pink heels and eating a family-size bag of Chex Mix.

         Sofia ducked inside before the rain-speckled glass door could swing shut behind the flannel-shirted guy in front of her.

         Oh.

         The shirt covered a pair of wide shoulders and a broad, muscled back. She’d never deny it—she appreciated a good male back. A sturdy, hard, solid-looking man tempted her with fantasies that he was strong enough to hold the weight of her baggage.

         As the silver bell above the door jangled and more people shuffled in, the man continued his easy stride to the packaged-ice freezer and Sofia had to let him go. Wading into the cacophony of voices, rain drumming on the roof, and the squeak of busy footsteps on waxed tile, she searched the sparse pet needs offerings, recognized a dog food brand from its obnoxious get-stuck-in-your-head commercial jingle, grabbed a stack of cans, and let nostalgia draw her to the back of the store.

         But there was no sandwich shop counter, and no Gordie. In their place were a gift card kiosk and a Redbox. The rigged old claw crane arcade machine that’d probably been hustling locals and tourists alike since the 1990s remained. Relief, as pure and unexpected as the rain that danced on the roof, made her ache to cry.

         Quickly grabbing prepackaged sandwiches, cans of soda, Chex Mix, and Fritos, Sofia made her way to the end of the queue just before a family wearing damp I ♥ CAPE COD tees and carrying armfuls of touristy novelty stuff could squeeze in front of her.

         Mmm, and there it was again. That impressive flannel-covered back. What if he smelled as fresh as clean cotton? Or, better yet, as comforting as hot chocolate? A tiny step forward and Sofia might be able to sniff this guy.

         Sniffing strangers in gas station convenience stores was a social no-no. She shouldn’t do it. She wouldn’t…

         She did. Jutting out her chin and closing her eyes, she inhaled the scent of…tangerine incense.

         She smelled of tangerine incense. There’d been bundles of incense sticks burning during Luz’s service.

         “I’d let you stay there with your nose in my back, but I should get this ice to my boat, Sofia.”

         Sofia opened her eyes to find him watching her over his shoulder. Beyond the sexy scruff of a beard, mussed brown hair, and hard-edged gray eyes was—trouble. “Burke?”

         She’d let Burke Wolf fade into her past years ago. She’d muted their teenage conversations in her memory, had convinced herself to ignore the sharp rush of heat that rode her at just the thought of him. So why couldn’t she remember the reasons she’d walked away, instead of wanting something she shouldn’t?

         Be my Burke again—just for a second. Make me laugh. Touch me anywhere. I need something…

         Burke didn’t seem to register the pretty smile the blonde clerk had waiting for him as he took his receipt, stepped aside, and said, “I’m going to take some of the weight off.”

         Stunned, she said nothing as he transferred the snacks and dog food cans to the counter.

         “I was at Luz’s funeral,” he murmured. “I hung back, left early…”

         She nodded as though she understood, but she didn’t.

         “The last time we talked,” he said, catching her eyes with a look so heavy it pinned her, “you were covered in spaghetti sauce.”

         It hadn’t been her most charming moment. Or his. The man was as much a part of the best of her as he was the worst of her.

         Which was exactly why she wouldn’t launch herself into his arms. They weren’t friends anymore.

         “Now I’m covered in rain.” Sofia focused on the clerk scanning and bagging her loot. The crunch of the ice as Burke shifted the bag to one side didn’t warn her. Nor did she notice him ease a step or two closer.

         His fingers gently worked beneath her collar to grip the nape of her neck. They were cold from the ice, but she and her tightening nipples didn’t care.

         She was clinging to what she found in his touch, arching into it because he was comfort and arousal and danger swirled into one drugging combination.

         “I’m sorry, Sofia.”

         “About Luz?”

         “Yeah. Everything else—let it stay where we put the stuff we don’t want to talk about.”

         Sofia pried her gaze off the clerk, stole a glance at him. “It’s crowded there, you know?”

         “Fuck.” The swear was soft, but apparently loud enough for the herd behind them to grunt in offense. Stroking her neck, he said, “I know, Sofia. Damn it, I know.”

         “Let me go.”

         She was sorry when he did. But she had to survive this day standing in her own two rain-soaked stilettos—not depending on Burke Wolf to hold her up, no matter how tempting trouble could be.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

         

         It struck suddenly. Anxiety gusted through Sofia, bringing with it fatigue and a sensation of painful cold.

         Debit card in hand, she froze for only a second. Then, before her mind could register what was happening, before her thoughts could gather, the tremors started.

         Damn it, not now. Not in Eaves. Not in front of Burke.

         Burke should’ve taken his ice and left when she’d told him to let her go. He wasn’t touching her now, but no, he hadn’t let her go. Now he had an up-close view to her brokenness. And she couldn’t even scream at him to leave her alone, because the panic attack had rendered her speechless.

         “Sofia?”

         She wanted to answer him, but the words were tossing around inside her. Trembling, she tried to accomplish two tasks: breathe, and keep the contents of her stomach from splashing onto the counter.

         When the card tumbled from her fingers, the clerk asked, “Is something wrong?”

         “Here—” Burke pulled out his wallet “—put it on my card. C’mon, Sofia.”

         Oh, hell, no. She wouldn’t let him think he could charge in and rescue her. Sweating through the coldness, fighting through the tension in her muscles and the pressure on her chest, she spoke. “I got it.” She picked up her card, held it out to the clerk with shaky fingers. “Add twenty to pump four, please. And I’m pretty sure the rain hasn’t rinsed away all the bug residue, so a few squeegee swipes wouldn’t hurt.”

         “Go nuts.” The clerk hesitated. “As in help yourself to the squeegee.”

         “Wouldn’t the attendant do that, after pumping the gas?”

         “Um, you do realize we’re no longer full-service, right? You can pay at the pump and squeegee bugs off your own windshield. Progress—an awesome thing, huh?”

         “Sorry, I didn’t realize that had changed.” A swell of complaints from behind interrupted her. She twisted around. “I said I didn’t realize it. My aunt died, I inherited her dog, I live in New York but I’m stuck here, I look like crap and feel worse. Would it hurt any of you to be a little patient?”

         “I can pump and squeegee ’bout as good as the next guy,” Burke said, shifting the ice bag from one thick, finely muscled arm to the other.

         She stared—enjoyed, if she wanted to be honest. If she was a fool for a good male back, then she was a freaking idiot for strong male arms.

         A man who was so ruthlessly sexy from the back shouldn’t be even sexier from the front. Especially when he was Burke Wolf, someone she’d despised, then loved, then tried to despise again for both their sakes.

         Fourteen years ago, he’d been lanky—borderline skinny. The marijuana had made him more haunted-looking than handsome. But the cocaine had split his personality in two, and both had battled for control of one vulnerable body. And she’d loved him despite his struggle…maybe even because of it.

         At his worst, he’d been confused, volatile, frightening. That Burke was familiar. The man in front of her was fucking beautiful, but completely new territory, and she’d better tread with caution.

         Muscle gave him bulk, but also made him appear capable. He was more tanned than she remembered, his gray eyes clearer yet harder, his face still angular but brushed with that scruff of a beard she wanted to nuzzle.

         The bristly scrape against her skin would cause enough tingle to wake up her senses and remind her that she wasn’t a hollow shell wandering around a strange town that had once been her home.

         “Want me to help you out?” he offered.

         “Thought you were done here.” The animosity was weak. Time apart could dull anger, dilute pain. Their broken friendship had been inevitable. When two messed-up teenagers needed each other as much as they had, they were bound to hurt each other.

         “Is that a yes or a no?”

         “I’m a big girl. Know my way around a gas pump and a squeegee, thanks,” she said, stuffing her card and receipt into her purse.

         “Yet you couldn’t get yourself out of the rain.”

         The laughter of eavesdroppers accosted her. Instantly, she was flushed with embarrassment. “Screw you, Burke.” Naturally, he was already walking out the door and she felt like an idiot to be growling retorts at nobody.

         “Whoa. When did you two break up?” the clerk asked.

         Probably they’d be better off to have used each other for sex and kept friendship out of the equation. But nobody here—not the clerk or the shoppers gathered around—wanted that sort of truth. So she lied. “Years ago. We were stupid then. Stupider now.”

         Sofia made up her mind to take her bags and go straight to the Lexus, but her gaze stalled on that damn plaid flannel shirt when she stepped outside.

         Leave it alone. Leave him alone. Leave the past the hell alone.

         “I wasn’t done talking, you know,” she blurted through the rain.

         Burke was headed toward a not-half-bad-looking truck, but he turned and stopped. The rain sank into his clothes and battered his gorgeous skin.

         “‘Screw you, Burke.’ That’s what you said. I heard it. You got the last word, Sofia. I’m done. Get out of the rain before you get sick, and you’re golden.”

         Before you get sick. Right. Heart failure had made her life all about restrictions and fear and being so careful because she’d been vulnerable—dying.

         The urge hit to show him just how very much alive she was. She could still feel his touch on her skin, but damn it, a memory wasn’t enough. Silently she screamed for him to put his hands on her—now.

         Drop the ice and grab me. Shove me against the side of your truck, pull up my dress, yank my panties out of the way. Find the part of me that’s wet because of you and not the rain.

         He wouldn’t, but what if they could do what didn’t make sense?

         What if, just once, she let herself take something she wanted? What if she weren’t lost and broken?

         But she was both of those things, so, backpedaling, she wordlessly crossed to the pump where her SUV waited. Setting her bags onto the passenger seat, she said to Joss, “Got food.”

         “So, about you and…?”

         “Burke Wolf.”

         “See no drama, hear no drama?”

         “Please.”

         “Okay, except he’s walking over here.”

         Sofia straightened, slammed the door, and watched him wait for a car to pass before he strode to her pump. “What do you want, Burke?”

         He thrust out the ice bag. Too puzzled to react, she mutely took it and he started squeezing fuel into the tank. “What happened to you in there?” he demanded.

         “Excuse me?”

         “At the damn counter. Your face went blank, you were shaking. What was that?”

         “A panic attack. A mild one. They happen sometimes.”

         “Since when?”

         “The transplant.”

         He was silent as he took away the nozzle and returned it to the dispenser, then took a squeegee to the windshield, prying away the insect residue that’d withstood the rain. “I should’ve taken a gig this weekend, let you visit in peace. I should’ve sent something—flowers or a card—instead of being in the way and pissing you off.”

         “You cared about Luz,” she said. “You have every right to be here grieving her, too. And I’m sick of cards. I work for Manhattan Greetings. It’s an indie card company.”

         Burke’s mouth quirked as he screwed on the gas cap. “Writer? Artist?”

         “No, I’m on the marketing team.” Suddenly, the burning cold of the ice penetrated her skin. “So are we going to talk about everything but the transplant?”

         “I don’t want to get sucked in again.”

         “I sucked you in before?”

         “Calling me your best friend? Looking at me like I was your hero? Damn straight.”

         “Really, Burke? I saved you. And you know exactly how and when and why.” The memory of that pale, terrorizing morning all those years ago gave her shivers. Or maybe that was from the pelting rain, the moaning thunder, or the mound of ice in her grip.

         “Want thanks for that?”

         “No,” she said resignedly. “Just go to your truck. Good-bye, Burke. Let’s do this again in another fourteen years.”

         Sofia climbed into her vehicle, dumped the freezing bundle she carried onto the floor beside her, and started driving.

         “Um, Sof?”

         “I remembered the Fritos, Joss.”

         “Good. But about Burke?”

         “Don’t tell me he’s sexy, or fine, or screwable. I already know. And we’re done.”

         Joss hummed, and behind Sofia, the dog grunted as she tried to contort to lick a hind paw. “Not sure I’d say done.”

         Through the rearview mirror, Sofia ignored her drippy-haired, makeup-smeared reflection to glance at Joss. “Why’s that?”

         “I think you stole the man’s ice.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “She stole my fucking ice.” Burke was already in his truck, radio blaring, adrenaline riding him hard, when it dawned on him that the reason he’d driven to the convenience store had disappeared in the opposite direction with the sexiest wreck he’d ever met.

         Slamming the heel of his hand against the custom steering wheel, he swore and laughed at the damn shame of it. He’d hung back, lurking on the fringes of the gathering at Luz Azcárraga’s funeral, precisely to avoid cutting into Sofia’s path. Well, for that reason and because half the folks in this town didn’t give two shits about him or Sofia or, hell, even Luz. Fucking phonies, getting all nice and close to the dearly departed and filling their heads with fodder for a rumor mill that was downright vicious for a town of only about three thousand souls.

         When this town turned against you, it wouldn’t be satisfied until you bled.

         Burke had lived in Eaves until he was old enough to ride to freedom. He’d hit rock bottom on cocaine at the end of high school—hadn’t even walked with his peers—and it’d taken him a few brutal years to trust his sobriety.

         These days, he didn’t even accept a blunt passed to him on the dock. Gigs sucked long hours out of his life, and any given day he could die on the job, but his career as a longshoreman and occasional seafarer was pretty much the only facet of his life now.

         On call for emergencies but off assignments for the foreseeable future while his body recuperated and his mind recharged, he was on what some men called a vacation. He found little joy in time off. While others were glad to take off when the opportunity rolled around, Burke accepted breaks only when he was running on empty and knew he’d be shit on the job if he didn’t step back. Eaves wasn’t the ideal place to dock his boat, yet he couldn’t complain when he got what satisfied him: willing women and sleep.

         God, he treasured sleep. Even with the fucked-up dreams, he was grateful every time he could stretch out on something soft and shut himself down.

         Any pleasure he’d found in casual sex, working on his boat, and sleeping had evaporated when he found out about Luz. He’d seen her the morning she died, though he hadn’t given her more than a cordial wave and a routine “Hey, how you doing?” But he could imagine how it’d played out. She’d been running errands, so proud of her freaky little store, as she always was, bicycling around Eaves with Screw you in that pretty smirk of hers. By afternoon she and her bike were flat on the ground in front of the post office, and she was dead.

         The last death that had hit Burke this close to home had been his father’s. In death the old bastard had reached him in ways he hadn’t been able to in life.

         Luz was devilry and sweetness, and if there was something about him she didn’t like she made sure he was the first to hear it. He appreciated her for that. Despite the hell Burke and Sofia had brought down on themselves, he’d wanted to say a proper good-bye to Luz.

         A lot of goddamn good that did. His argument with Sofia at the gas pumps still rang in his ears. He turned up the volume on the radio and kept driving.

         Sofia Mercer was twisted perfection. And as long as he had her image revving him up, as long as his warped judgment kept falling back to the sight of her hot, tight body dressed up in black leather and pink high heels, nothing would cool him.

         So he wouldn’t wait out this storm on his boat with a tumbler of something ice-cold, as he’d intended. Didn’t matter all that much.

         Accepting the change of plans, he turned onto a road that’d take him to the heart of town and away from his sanctuary on the water.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

         

         This was familiar, Sofia thought. Under the dusky gray billows that left soft trails against the darkening sky, the narrow side roads wove into town. She’d missed how at this time of year the spring cut itself short and yielded to summer.

         In the backseat, Tish stretched across Joss to poke her head out the window. After a moment of letting the air whip against her face, she abruptly began to bark at anything in sight or hearing range—birds, rustling branches and leaves, the crunching sound of a twig being split beneath a tire.

         “If you’re strongly considering establishing some authority with this dog, now would be an excellent time to start,” Joss suggested.

         “Easy, Tish.” Sofia snapped her fingers twice to coax the dog away from the window and then raised the glass. In turn Tish pressed her body against the door and howled fiercely. She either was restless from being confined to the car—good thing Sofia hadn’t allowed Joss to strap a seat belt around the dog—or had gotten a whiff of a scent that agitated her. Or Tish, too, was mourning Luz. “Sorry, Tish, but I can’t let you go.”

         At the next turn to her left was the town’s showpiece, an enormous marble slab that was now surrounded by carefully tended landscaping. Engraved in calligraphy were the words Welcome to Eaves. God Bless Our Town.

         A memory of voices as gentle as faraway whispers surfaced.

         If I can’t get a new heart…Burke, listen to me.

         Stop it, Sofia. I don’t want to talk about that.

         Too fucking bad. If the transplant doesn’t happen…if I die, you can’t go back to being stupid, okay?

         What are you talking about?

         Getting high. You went the entire day without doing blow or smoking weed. That’s cool. It’s good.

         Shit, Sofia. You’ve been in my face, that’s why. When are you going to go home already?

         I don’t know. Dad’s not looking for me, anyway.

         Luz might be.

         You’re going to miss me in your face, Burke.

         I told you to stop it.

         Why? Tell me why you don’t want to talk about it and I’ll go home.

         We’re…we’re cool, you and me. Friends, right? So I don’t want to think about…Damn it.

         We’ll still be cool, Burke. Friends.

         Sofia flexed her fingers over the steering wheel, chided herself for letting the memory win out over all the thoughts competing for priority. She’d lived, and so had he, but they hadn’t stayed friends.

         Shoving herself away from the past, she approached Shore Seasons. Advertised as five-star luxury for guests on a two-star budget, the group of cottages was tourist bait, plunked right in the center of an enormous, eclipsing forest.

         At the entrance she hit the brakes and scanned the area. There was an office building and parking lot in the forefront, and nestled deeper into the trees were the cottages. Yellow light poured from the porch lamps, shining over cobblestone walkways, trimmed hedges, and flowers on the cusp of budding.

         Their cottage boasted an elegant sitting room with a fireplace, a pair of large, inviting beds, and a claw-footed bathtub. They hadn’t had time to absorb the details or do much more than claim beds, dump luggage, and change clothes before heading to the cemetery for the service.

         Sofia could use a hot bath and hours of sleep. She wasn’t accustomed to turning in so early, and doubted she would get much rest if she tried. Last night she had lain wide awake for hours, staring into darkness before eventually drifting into a shallow sleep.

         A rap on the driver’s-side window stole her attention.

         “Don’t lower that window,” Joss warned.

         “Joss, we’re not in New York City.”

         “So? This might be a postcard-cute small town, but think of how many horror movies are set in small towns.”

         Sofia’s hand shot away from the window control button. She turned to meet a man’s dark eyes. She knew the car doors were locked, but Joss’s logical advice infused her with paranoia and she glanced down to make sure.

         Wind caressed the man’s hair, nudging a dense brown lock over his brow. He didn’t even blink. Instead he kept his gaze steady on hers and gestured for her to open the window. When she didn’t he cupped his hands around his mouth and hollered through the glass, “Need help?”

         She could clearly see the office building straight ahead, its fancy logo glowing white over a green-and-beige awning. Firmly shaking her head, she drove past him to claim the available parking space nearest to the entrance.

         “Phone,” she muttered aloud, rifling through her purse. She found the smartphone and was relieved that it was getting decent reception. She shifted to look around for the man. He was gone, almost as if he’d vanished into the trees.

         Moving quickly, they secured Tish’s leash, let her out, locked the SUV, and then rushed into the office as though bats from the depths of hell were nipping their asses.

         “Stop! Stop right there.” Rising from a tufted armchair behind the reception desk and clutching a glossy fashion magazine was a dough-faced woman with round eyes that narrowed into slits as they stalled on the dog. “What is that doing inside my office?”

         Frightened by the shrill shriek, Tish howled and rose to her hind legs. The receptionist startled, sending a pair of subscription postcards fluttering to the desk.

         Damn it. This woman wasn’t all warm smiles and sincere condolences, as the gal who’d greeted them at check-in had been. Getting permission to let Tish stay overnight was going to be hard enough to sell without the dog showing her ass.

         Sofia quickly stroked Tish from the top of her head down the length of her back. Pressing down on the dog’s posterior, she whispered, “Sit now. It’s okay.” I’m lying. I’m lying to a dog and myself. Tish plunked down on her rear end and began sniffing the scents of pine and honey. Sofia cleared her throat and turned to the receptionist. “Hi. I’m Sofia Mercer and this is Joss Vail.”

         “The New Yorkers, right?” the receptionist asked with a note of…derision?

         “Uh, yup, that’s us.”

         “Paget told me about you. She didn’t tell me you intended to sneak a dog into your cottage. She has absolutely no authority to make these decisions, but I tend to follow up behind the summer help. She part-timed in Luz’s sex store and I gave her more hours to help her out after, well, you know. But deception’s a no-no. I doubt she’ll last here through the Fourth of July.”

         Harsh. Sofia didn’t want to be the reason for anyone losing a gig, especially since Paget had already lost the employment Luz had provided. “She didn’t know about Tish. This isn’t a plan to break rules. We drove in from Manhattan for Luz’s funeral and someone gave me her dog. There wasn’t an opportunity to figure out where she’d stay tonight—”

         “No animals allowed.” The woman—the nameplate on the desk said A. Oakley—gathered the postcards and tucked them into the magazine. “I can forgive the stench that…creature…brought into my office, but now you need to turn around and escort it outside.”

         Hostility, blazing red and raw, hit Sofia. The woman stood petite in a bronze-colored suit with hair the hue of strained carrots and eyes the color of dirty dishwater. “Ms. Oakley, please—”

         “Mrs. Oakley.” Indiscreetly she held up her hand so that the diamond on her ring reveled in the light. “But call me Anne. No harm in keeping things pleasant. You are paying guests after all.”

         “Anne?” Joss said. “No shit, Anne Oakley? Annie Oakley? People have a lot of fun with that, don’t they?”

         “Joss!”

         Joss repented with a sheepish look and a solemn “Sorry about that.”

         Anne Oakley eyed them critically. “I won’t claim to know how things usually work for a couple of hip New York twentysomethings, but here at Shore Seasons, our policies apply to everyone. No pets allowed means no pets allowed—especially Luz’s bitch.”

         So this woman knew Aunt Luz. And from the tone she’d adopted, they hadn’t been warm and fuzzy friends. Even though a female dog was technically a bitch, Sofia was thinking that right now it took a bitch like Anne to know one.

         “Tish is a guest, too,” Sofia tried.

         “Guest?” Anne swung around, circling her chair to pluck a thick binder from a shelf. Slamming it down in front of her, she went on, “When potential guests book reservations, they’re made fully aware of our policies. Pets of any kind, especially Luz Azcárraga’s b—”

         Sofia cut in. “If you call her ‘bitch’ again, we’re going to have a problem.”

         “Consider getting in touch with the town animal shelter, look into boarding.”

         “It’s only overnight. You know, we do have direct access to our cottage and could’ve sneaked this dog in. But we wanted to ask permission and negotiate this rationally.”

         “Each of our cottages is thoroughly inspected after guests check out. Signs of animals on our estate would not have served well for you.”

         “Tish is a well-behaved show dog.” The show dog part was true. As for the well-behaved part, the jury was still out.

         The door swung open and the man from the parking lot strode in. Sharp. No other word seemed capable of capturing the ironed-suit-and-expensive-shoes look of him. Dark, windswept hair framed a frowning face. His narrow-set eyes settled on Joss and his mouth curved beneath a thin mustache.

         Joss, whose arms were crossed and expression tense, visibly tossed her small-town-horror-movie caution aside and smiled at him. Tish interrupted the trance, bouncing up on all fours and growling low.

         Judge not, Sofia wanted to caution herself, but she couldn’t help falling into agreement with the dog. There was something about this man that threw her defenses into panic mode.

         “Get that mutt out of here,” Anne advised, tugging Sofia back to the crisis at hand. To the man she said, “Mr. Strayer, this is a surprise. What can I do for you?”

         Moving to the coffeepot, he said, “You’re with someone now. I’ll wait.”

         Anne addressed Sofia. “Have a good night.”

         “How can you be so callous? This dog’s owner—my great-aunt—was buried today. I cannot and will not leave a living being in a car or on the street overnight.”

         “Then I’ll allow a cancellation. Full refund. It’s the best I can do. I need a copy of your identification, the reference number, and the credit card used. Expect your money in about three to five business days.”

         Joss’s uttered “Oh, shit, now what?” weighed on Sofia.

         The man moseyed to the door and slipped outside again.

         “No refund, no cancellation, Anne,” she decided, “because Joss is staying.” Patting Joss’s shoulder, she said, “You stay. Tish and I are taking off. I can’t leave her alone. There’s a motel that’s been around for ages. Maybe we can get a room there. If not, I’ll keep looking until I find someone who’ll let us stay the night.”

         “Hey, wait,” Joss said, her voice low, “who’s going to put you and a dog up?”

         “I don’t know. People in this town loved Luz. Even if they don’t like me, they’ll take Tish as a solid to Luz.”

         “Why wouldn’t anyone like you?”

         “I said before. It’s com—”

         “Complicated.” Joss nodded, as if she understood, but Sofia knew she didn’t.

         Guiding Tish out of the office, the three headed to the SUV. The man lurked nearby, holding his coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Sofia discreetly wrapped her fingers around the small container of pepper spray she kept on her key chain.

         Moving toward the car, she felt him watching them. Then she heard his footsteps on the ground. She wasn’t fragile anymore. She could defend herself now. She was fully prepared to whirl around, blind him with the spray, and send a knee hard into his balls.

         “It’s not necessary to spray me in the face with that.”

         She and Joss turned quickly.

         “I saw your hand fumble for it,” he added, his mouth forming a slow smile. “My name’s Aeneas Strayer. I paid my respects to your aunt, but it wasn’t the best time to approach you.”

         “You knew Aunt Luz well enough to offer your respects. Anne Oakley in there seemed surprised to see you in her office. From the sound of things, you’re a local. So I need to ask: Did you follow me here?”

         The slow sip he took from the coffee cup afforded him too much time to devise an answer. “I only wanted an opportunity to talk, Sofia. Luz and I had an ongoing conversation. Business details. I was hoping you and I could continue that conversation.”

         Sofia didn’t intend to discuss business with anyone but her great-aunt’s attorney. “I’m sure if I need to get in touch I’ll be able to find you, Mr. Strayer.”

         “Be sure that you do,” he said after a moment of silent stillness. Carefully he considered the ash and smoke at the tip of the cigarette, then he let it fall to the pavement, screwed his shoe against it, and went back inside the office.

         In a sixty-second time span, she and Joss hustled Tish into the car, got in, and made tracks for their cottage.

         “Luz sure had a knack for surrounding herself with attractive men,” Joss commented. “That guy, though. Hmm, can’t put my finger on it.”

         “Because you have a boyfriend?”

         “Ha. No, I mean I can’t figure him out.”

         “Fortunately you won’t have to. Whatever business stuff Luz had going with him, it’s for me to untangle. As of tomorrow morning you’re off the hook and will never have to set your pedicured feet in Eaves, Massachusetts, again.”

         “It’s not a hardship, hanging in here with you. Friends stick together when things are great and when things are shitty. Neither of us has had many great days. I feel guilty about having the cottage to myself.”

         “Your guilt’s no good here. You and Mr. Six-Figure Salary were probably going to phone-sex all night anyway, and God knows I don’t want to overhear that.”

         At the cottage, Sofia freshened her makeup and combed her hair before repacking her overnight bag. So much for a hot bath in a claw-footed tub.

         “What’s the name of this motel you’re headed to?” Joss asked, walking her to the door.

         “White Anchor. It’s a no-tell motel.”

         “No tell?”

         “Cheating spouses, two-timing lovers. They come for a little discretion and don’t tend to mind the thin walls, one-ply toilet paper, and drafty rooms. The unscrambled porn channels are a plus.”

         “If I were rude, I’d ask how you came to be so knowledgeable about a place like that.”

         “Funny thing about no-tell motels in tell-all towns—eventually everyone finds out.”

         “Oh. So you don’t have firsthand experience?”

         “Sorry, no dirty stories here.” Not that she hadn’t wanted some firsthand experience with Burke, the guy who in high school had pushed her past all her boundaries except that one.

         “You’d endure a motel bursting with people fucking but not Peter and me phone-sexing? Not saying that we were going to.”

         “You were.”

         Joss cleared her throat. “What if your plans don’t pan out?”

         “I told you I’ll search for a friendly face. Then there’s the lawyer. Bautista. Maybe he can help.”

         “Know where to find him?”

         “He said he was going to this bar near Aunt Luz’s boutique. If he’s not there I’ll find him. I have his card.”

         “Be careful. Call me.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sofia sat in her car as the White Anchor Motel’s neon lettering shimmered over the rain-dotted hood. “Well, my darling Tish, it appears we’re thoroughly screwed.”

         No pets allowed, the sleepy-eyed, whiskered man at the front desk had said when she mentioned Tish. His condolences about Luz—“Beautiful broad, she was”—and he’d smiled kindly to soften the disappointment, but policy was policy. She understood and respected that, but was stunned to find so many closed doors in a place that’d once been her home.

         Not quite discouraged, though, she turned the key in the ignition and set out for Aunt Luz’s boutique.

         Blush, illustrating sensuality from its pale pink shake-shingle siding to its brass accents to its tastefully but unmistakably erotic window displays, sat on a corner lot on Society Street. Directly across and wedged together were a stationery shop, an apothecary, and a laundromat and dry cleaner—Suds when she’d known it, but now called The Dirty Bastards.

         Society Street was the heartbeat and lifeblood of Eaves—or it had been, as Sofia recalled it. Not particularly pretty, but like any living being’s heart, its function was vital to keep all else in good working order.

         Here the streets were grimier, the buildings colored with character, rusted iron, and washed-out brick veneers. The residential neighborhoods tucked close to Society were quaint and their curbs lined with vehicles. People lived hard, worked hard, and played hard here. Everything outside of this dim sphere belonged to what her great-aunt had none-too-affectionately dubbed the Affluents—the wealthy who liked to throw their dime around. They’d molded Eaves into their kingdom—dominating the town with beachside mansions and award-winning architecture, and one by one devouring businesses that didn’t jell with the image they wanted the town to portray.

         Luz, an Argentine immigrant who’d traveled the United States before settling on the Cape, sparkled in the shadows. Eaves was the only home she’d known in America—and she didn’t want another. Sofia had realized that the day she’d suggested Luz move to New York with her and Luz had turned her down cold.

         Sofia stood on the sidewalk in front of Blush and allowed Tish to trot up to the darkened window with a homesick whimper. No one ever said losing someone would hurt like this. She’d been a baby when her parents had divorced and her mother fled to Europe. She’d never mourned her mother—just accepted her as a void in Sofia’s failed heart. Now she was a stranger, and the only motherly influence Sofia had known was Luz’s.

         Female influence, rather. Luz was far from motherly.

         Sofia took in the sight of the building. It was all big windows, shake-shingle siding, and wrought-iron sconces. Above the boutique was Luz’s apartment, which had been Sofia’s apartment, too, for a time. It had been the darkest yet brightest time of her life.

         Joining Tish at the storefront, Sofia reached up and drew her fingertips over the gold lettering on the glass. Lingerie, the word read. Sofia remembered helping Luz repaint these letters.

         “Why’d you choose me, Aunt? Why me?” she asked, but the only answer was traffic on the road and wind in the trees. Tugging Tish’s leash, she continued along the sidewalk, passing a vacant storefront—once a market called Cape Foods, she knew all too well—and arriving at the next building. With no apartment above it, the squat building boasted a sloping roof with atrium skylights. It was a shock of modern on the aged street.

         A studio confronted her. AU NATUREL—CARO JAYNE, PHOTOGRAPHER.

         The place was closed and it was the last one on the block, so Sofia was frustrated until she ventured around the corner and discovered a lit stairwell that apparently led down to a bar.

         A bar called Bottoms Up.

         No fanfare to it, just a glowing red sign…with the letter B shaped into a heart that looked suspiciously like a woman bent over ass-up. After much consideration about what to do with a tired and grieving dog, she escorted Tish inside.

         Bottoms Up was larger than she could’ve guessed from the street, but it was tight. It screamed sex. Not the posh, almost coy sensuality of Blush, but a rougher interpretation of the word. Dull overhead lights shone over a beaten pool table, chipped chairs, and benches carved from oak. A scratched bar stretched across the far wall, and every stool surrounding it was occupied. Gold, blue, and red beaded necklaces dangled from lights, swinging low over people’s heads. The exposed beams were decorated with bras.

         The smells of cigarette smoke and spilled liquor filled the air. Grunge music pumped through speakers and clashed with the 1980s love ballad moaning from a battered jukebox. The tables looked like overturned metal trash cans.

         Quirky as all hell, but Sofia didn’t hate it.

         Men in worn jeans and T-shirts hovered over the pool table, turning up bottles and glasses in between shouts of conversation. Couples tried to sway together on the scruffy dance floor, but there wasn’t room for anyone to do more than press close.

         A man with toffee-colored skin ended up in front of her, looked into her face from beneath the bill of a Red Sox ball cap, and pointed at her. “I fuckin’ know you!” When she hesitated, he laughed, yanking off his cap to reveal a smooth bald head. “Holy shit. You’re some kind of babe.”

         “Tariq,” she said, recognizing him now. She flung her arms around the guy, not caring that he was sweaty and smelled of beer. Somehow she had clung to the image of him as a gangly eight-year-old with a goofy grin and curly hair reined in to a springy puff. She’d babysat him off and on until she’d become too sick to manage her life and his.

         “I’m insulted you didn’t remember me,” he said, squeezing tight.

         “Sorry,” she said when he set her free and accepted a beer a young woman in a short skirt pushed under his nose. He gulped half before handing it back and sending her away with an open-handed pop on her ass. Not at all used to this ass-slapping version of the young boy she knew, Sofia blinked. “Was that your girlfriend?”

         Brows knit, he replied, “Naw.” He hooked an arm around Sofia’s waist and led her and Tish to the bar. She noticed a few stares and whispers as some of the patrons started to notice her. She perched on a stool as he moved behind the bar. “What’ll it be?”

         “Nothing, thanks. But I’m looking for someone. Javier Bautista. You seen him?”

         He paused. “Sure you don’t want a whiskey or something first? Bautista’s not doing so good today.”

         “Neither am I, Tariq. She was my family.”

         “Yeah, she was. Sorry, Sofia. Just that you haven’t been around in a while and, uh, anyway, let me find Bautista for you.”

         Tariq left the bar. A few moments later a woman with golden-brown skin and a mane of ringlets emerged. She rounded the bar, revealing herself to be dressed in a rum-colored halter top, tight jeans, and a Bottoms Up apron styled like a miniskirt.

         Sofia rose off the bar stool. “The dog and I aren’t staying. I’m searching for someone.”

         The woman silently lifted a hand. The silver bracelets on her wrist clinked together. She touched a man’s shoulder and smiled, and he gave up his stool. Sitting beside Sofia now, she said, “Tish, Tish, Tish. This gorgeous pain in the arse is an institution in this town. She’s welcome here. Especially today.”

         “Are you sure?”

         “Tish and I are neighbors.”

         “Oh, this is your bar?”

         “No. I love this place and help out down here when I can, but I own the studio upstairs.”

         Then she was Caro Jayne. “Au Naturel. What’s that all about?”

         “Portrait photography. I use only natural light and most of my clients book nudes.”

         Nudes. “You’re a boudoir photographer?”

         “And bloody proud of it.”

         “Aren’t people nervous about posing in front of all those windows?”

         “Only the front lobby windows are clear. The rest of the glass and the skylights are energy efficient with mirror film. This way the sun won’t bake everyone inside and all the peepers on the street see are themselves trying to get a free show.”

         Sofia processed this with a nod, but her intrigue wasn’t enough to compel her to give more commentary beyond a neutral “Oh.”

         “I keep a jar of dog treats behind the counter here,” Caro said. “I’d quite like to spoil Tish.” The woman sprang off the stool, retrieved said jar, and fed Tish two bone-shaped treats.

         Stammering a thank-you, struck by the woman’s kindness and the musical charm of her British accent, Sofia put out her hand. “I’m Luz’s great-niece. Sofia Mercer.”

         “Assumed you were. Who else would be walking around obviously disoriented with Luz’s dog in hand?” She smiled. “I owe plenty of gratitude to your aunt. She did more than pimp my business cards at her cash register. So, are you in the sexy wares business, too?”

         “Um, no.”

         Caro shrugged as a patron waved her over to the end of the bar. “Pity. It’d be fucking awful to see the boutique die with Luz.”

         Even if Caro Jayne the au naturel photographer had stuck around to hear Sofia’s response, she didn’t have one prepared. And why should she? She was still digesting the fact that Luz had passed down her entire life. Sofia had inherited Luz’s everything, damn near. Her boutique, her pet, her friendships and grudges…

         Bautista carved a path through to the bar and took the stool Caro had vacated. Tobacco and leather scented his clothes; grief colored his eyes. In him she recognized her own need. She didn’t know if it was comfort or a way to forget or someone to blame, but they were both missing something vital.

         Except…

         Wait, Luz didn’t expect Sofia to inherit everything everything…did she?

         “Change your mind about that drink?” Bautista hit a fist against the bar and someone brought him a bottle of Jim Beam. Making the sign of the cross, he said, “To Luz,” and turned up the drink.

         “You started without me anyway.” When he offered the bottle and got off the stool to crouch and scratch Tish under the chin, Sofia drank the straight bourbon. “How are you?”

         “Todo bien. No, that’s a lie.”

         “Figured.”

         “What about you?”

         “It turns out Tish doesn’t have a place to stay tonight, Bautista. Since she’s my responsibility now, that means I don’t have anywhere to stay, either.”

         “Where’s your friend?”

         “Shore Seasons.” Probably in a bathtub with her man groaning on speakerphone. “No dogs allowed.”

         “What about the White Anchor?” Caro suggested, going behind the bar to fill a glass with brandy. She grabbed her tip at the end of the bar, counted it, and stuffed the cash into her pocket. “Try them?”

         “Same policy.”

         “Sorry, love.” Caro was gone again, in a hip-swinging strut to customers. She moved fluidly, pouring in a dash of this, a drop of that, shaking concoctions while keeping a soft smile on her face, sliding beers across the bar, gathering empty bottles and glasses, and collecting her tips.

         “Bautista, I’m not leaving Luz’s dog—my dog—in the car all night. Honestly, as difficult as this day’s been for you, I promise it’s been twice as difficult for me. Tish and I need a place to stay.”

         “Meaning with me?”

         “Would it be all right? We can talk about whatever paperwork needs settling, then Tish and I’ll sleep and will be out first thing tomorrow.”

         “Got keys for you,” he said, tugging a ring from his pocket and putting it in her palm. “Stay as long as you want.”

         Sofia was aware of activity around her, but for the most part her brain was tripping over assumptions and scenarios. She was asking for only one night, not as long as you want.

         Did he think she wanted that? Did he think she could want that?

         “Keys?” She shoved the word from her lips.

         “To Blush.”

         Blush! “Good. I mean, thank you. Bautista, thanks.”

         “Apartment key’s there, too. I was going to surrender everything when we go over the papers. Let somebody walk you over, in case you need something.”

         “Are you volunteering?”

         Bautista crooked his fingers for her to hand over his bourbon. “I don’t think I should, Sofia.”

         At least they were on the same page there.

         “But him, over there—he needs to come up for air.”

         Sofia looked past a dozen or so people to see Burke Wolf at a table, alone, nursing a drink in a highball glass. She hoped it was a cold one, at least. Joss had shoved his bag of ice into the cottage’s freezer.

         “I don’t need a keeper, Bautista.”

         “Maybe he does.” Patting Tish’s head, he said, “Buenas noches. Find me mañana.”

         Sofia was aware of Bautista losing himself in the crowd, but she continued watching Burke. Clear liquid, ice, and slices of lime filled his glass. Vodka tonic? When she’d known him, he hit drugs and alcohol hard. Had he given up narcotics but remained faithful to what came from a bottle? How challenging was it for an addict to court that kind of temptation?

         Just as she was beginning to feel like a voyeur, someone charged toward Tish with fascinated shrieks and several people tossed their attention her way.

         Burke’s face lifted and his gaze met hers in a silent collision.

         “Burke.” Not that he could hear her. Not that she’d been able to get her voice to utter the damn syllable. Her lips shaped the word and, understanding her, the man got up and crossed the room to her.

         “You stole my ice.”

         “That’s true. But I don’t have it on me. Would you accept a bag of Chex Mix?”

         “Nah. Let’s just say you owe me.”

         “I thought we quit keeping score in high school.”

         “We did. Just screwing with you.”

         Any humor that might have been wrapped around the words was drowned in tension.

         “I’m parched,” she said, eyeing his glass. It wasn’t her business to pry or give a damn but she had to know. “A sip?”

         “Yeah.” Burke held it to her lips, and apparently noticing her failed attempt at a subtle sniff, he murmured close, “It’s tap water with lime.”

         The differences between lime-accented vodka and what he claimed was in his glass were practically indistinguishable through scent, so she boldly drank anyway. “Water with lime.” So he hadn’t lied.

         He set the glass on the bar. “You could’ve asked me, Sofia.”

         And unleash what—the fact that she cared when she shouldn’t?

         “I have keys. To the boutique and the apartment.” She clutched the keys. Her boutique and her apartment. “I’m taking Tish over. We—You and me, Burke. Can we talk for a sec—”

         “Okay.” He took the leash from her hand, leaving her to do nothing but hold her purse to her chest.

         They didn’t speak as they left the congestion of the bar and climbed upstairs to meet the emptiness on the sidewalk. When they’d been tight there hadn’t always been a need to fill the space between them with conversation. Now awkwardness pushed them back as they walked forward.

         Tish hung her head and Burke bent toward her. “Hey, honey,” he said gently, squatting down and hooking an arm around the dog, bringing her in close. “C’mon, put your head up, because it’s not always going to feel like hell. You got my word on that.”

         The dog nuzzled his shoulder and he didn’t say anything for a moment. They seemed to understand each other. From one Wolf to the other, Sofia thought.

         “Thanks,” she told him as they resumed walking, telling herself the smile teasing her lips was because of his compassion toward an animal—not because she appreciated the amazing things his body did to flannel and denim. “For what you said to Tish.”

         “Same goes for you. It won’t always be tough like this.”

         “Uh…” she began at the same time that he said, “Yeah, um…”

         “Interesting,” she commented, “I thought our conversation skills would’ve improved in fourteen years.”

         “We didn’t give a damn about conversation skills back then. We didn’t care about anything but being us.”

         Sofia reached to touch his hand but instead grabbed the leash. “I’m going to take her upstairs. Let’s bring her around the back. Remember the stairwell near the door?”

         “I remember everything. If it’s all the same to you, I’m not going in Luz’s sex shop.”

         “What, dildos and cock rings make you nervous, Burke?”

         “Hold up. You were the one who didn’t know what to do with a condom.”

         Sofia came to a full stop. “I was fifteen and not expecting a guy to toss one on my lunch tray in the cafeteria. How was I supposed to know that was your stupid-ass way of asking me out?”

         “Yeah, fine. Anyway, you freaking out and reporting me to the principal got me a day of in-school suspension.” Burke leaned toward her, his shirt brushing her bare arm. “But what I did was stupid-ass. Shouldn’t have stayed mad at you as long as I did for that.”

         Sofia noticed his attention drift to something behind her. Shit, she’d stopped in front of the old Cape Foods building. Burke’s father, Deacon Wolf, had owned the place for decades and for a time Burke had bagged groceries after school.

         If not for his father’s market and her great-aunt’s boutique, would they have ever gotten past that condom-on-the-lunch-tray shitstorm? Would they have become friends? Would she have fallen in love with him?

         “The old man died a few years back.”

         “I know. I called Luz up, but she said you’d gotten the hell out of town. You’re a longshoreman, right?”

         He nodded as Tish began a determined trot toward the boutique and urged them along. “Started casual out of high school. While I was doing that, I checked off mariner qualifications and got some onboard experience. A maintenance crew let me learn on the job. Painting, welding—I’m your man.” His smile was quick and it belied his casual tone. He was proud of his work. Good for him. “Some guys wait years to be brought in. I got lucky and the hall called me in right away. I get on the water for fishing and cargo gigs and emergency aid, but I’ve been permanent on the dock though for almost ten years. Been clean for about that long, too.”

         So he’d continued using years after she left town? “Why’d you wait?” she asked, though it wasn’t her right to pry.

         “I tried to kick that shit on my own a couple of times, even tried rehab. I relapsed. This time the sobriety stuck but I don’t take it for granted.”

         Questions flooded her mind, but she selected carefully. “So where do you live?”

         “Wherever there’s work. I keep myself on call, keep myself flexible. When there’s not much action, I work out of Boston.”

         It sounded as if being a permanent longshoreman made it possible to maintain temporary everything else, from living situation to relationships. No real personal commitments, no real roots. Something about the realization hurt.

         But equally troubling were the visions she had of tossed ships and hostage situations and other worst-case-scenario perils. “Burke, it’s…”

         “What?”

         Dangerous. So damn dangerous.

         “Nothing,” she said, pushing it all aside.

         Taking the stairs up to the apartment, they found a modest but efficient place that smelled of incense and herbs. A tiny kitchen covered in seaweed-colored wallpaper held a pantry, a stove, a refrigerator, and a white table and chairs. Sofia got a shock when she walked into the living room and discovered that Luz had kept it furnished with the pieces that’d been there during Sofia’s teen years—from the lumpy sofa stitched together with patches to Luz’s grandfather’s willow chair to the elegant animal figurines from their glassblower relatives in Argentina.

         Sofia unsnapped the leash and let Tish wander. It felt so strange to be in this place without her great-aunt.

         But at least she wasn’t alone.

         “Just got this new door up for Luz a few weeks ago,” Burke said, pointing to an interior door in the hall. “It fell right off its hinges, narrowly missed bopping her on the head when it went down.”

         “You helped her around the apartment?”

         “Yeah, whenever she let me. Stubborn as fuck, Luz was.” He scratched his temple, let his hands fall to his sides. “I’m sorry she’s gone, Sofia.”

         “You told me that already.” Sofia walked with him back through the kitchen to the stairs. “Burke?”

         “Yeah?” He turned to look at her with eyes that were solemner than they’d been years ago.

         “I know you must have questions…about things. Ask me.”

         “Fine.” A sigh sawed through his lips. He came closer, and she couldn’t distract herself with his strong back and muscled arms. The flicker of desperation and confusion in his gray eyes was all she could see. “The transplant. Did it save you?”

         “I’m standing here.”

         “Sofia, are you whole again?”

         “When was I ever whole, Burke? Growing up with a dad who was half-afraid and half-resentful of me? Or trying to be a normal kid in school when every week I ended up in the nurse’s office or at the hospital? Or, what, living here and working downstairs and every day falling harder and harder for you? Was I whole then?”

         Pain in his expression startled her. “Shit, I shouldn’t’ve brought it up.”

         “We were like this toward the end, Burke,” she said, though he likely didn’t need to be reminded of how they’d bickered constantly before she and her father had left Eaves. “We forgot how to laugh together.”

         “Fuck that,” he said, and somehow they weren’t on the stairs anymore, but in the kitchen again, and remnants of incense and herbs tickled her senses. “Listen to me, Sofia. Fuck the past. What matters is what’s staring you in the face today. You have panic attacks.”

         “That’s not the only thing the surgery left behind.” She glanced downward.

         “A scar. It’s between your breasts, right?” He drew a line down his sternum.

         “What, Burke, you researched heart transplants?”

         “Yeah, damn it, I did. Just like you researched drug addiction.”

         Pressing her lips together, she closed the kitchen door, rested her head against it. “You’re right about the scar,” she said quietly. Turning, she did what she’d wanted to do from the moment she spotted his flannel shirt at the convenience store. She gathered the fabric in her fists and buried her face in it.

         The shirt smelled less of tangerine incense and more of wind and the blend of scents she’d encountered at Bottoms Up. Lime was on his breath and bourbon on hers.

         Burke’s arms folded around her, but she resisted sinking into his chest. She couldn’t let him hold her up. She couldn’t let herself enjoy something that would end tomorrow, when she put Eaves in the rearview mirror again.

         She shouldn’t dance with trouble, rocking against the man she’d loved back when they’d been two fucked-up teenagers staring death in the eye.

         “Let me see it, Sofia.”

         Burke’s arms went lax, and she watched her own hands slide up her breasts to the collar of her leather dress.

         I can’t blame this on grief. This is me. And I can’t do it. None of the men she’d kissed, danced with, or dated had ever seen her naked. Outside of medical necessity, no man had seen her scar—her damage.

         “Sofia?”

         Shaking her head, she released her collar and resisted all urges to turn around so he could pull down the dress’s zipper. “No. I…I’m not going to show you.”

         There was so much to say, but she didn’t want words and thoughts and truth now. She wanted the comfort of his flannel shirt and his hands on her. Grappling for the fabric again, she made a frustrated noise and pressed her body tight to his.

         If the past didn’t make it impossible for them to be friends again, then the palpable and greedy want between them did.

         A virgin spending the night above an erotic boutique and in the arms of a man who could undoubtedly fuck her to forgetfulness. Was it appropriate to laugh or cry at that?

         “The scar,” she said, taking control of a situation that had her feeling as though she were disconnected from gravity, “is here.” Taking his hand, she placed it between her breasts. The gnarled and knotted scar tissue tingled at his pressure and heat.

         “Sofia…know what you’re doing?”

         Glancing up, she found him watching her. Closer than even his touch was his gaze on hers. It might’ve singed her, if she weren’t so cold to begin with. “I’m showing you my scar. You’re going to look with your hands, not your eyes. Okay?”

         “Okay,” he said solemnly, taking what she could spare.

         “And it goes down, like this,” she continued, guiding his hand along the path of the scar. Heat built, curling the edges of the old hurt they’d caused each other.

         He put her arms at her side, said something against her ear.

         “Full circle?” she echoed.

         “We went from me just wanting to sleep with you, to being friends, to hating each other.”

         Burke’s hands skimmed her neck, found her shoulders, traced her scar. One hand, then the other, then—oh, God—his fingers splayed and he cupped her breasts.

         Sofia felt her eyes slide shut as he squeezed her flesh, but they opened again when he teased her nipples and drew a moan from her bourbon-flavored lips. She’d never known trouble could touch her like this, make her feel like this. “You’re back to just wanting to sleep with me? Is that all you’re after, Burke? Because if it’s not”—her arms swung out to hook around his neck—“then we haven’t come full circle at all.”
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