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         Dakota Jones had learned three things in the past three months, during which she’d landed on the pages of Italian tabloids and Page Six, been labeled a homewrecker, and lost her job days before her promotion to weekend anchor was to be announced.

         Lesson one: Run a background check on any guy who so much as says hello, let alone one who has a killer smile and a thick Italian accent that turns your knees to Jell-O.

         Lesson two: Learn the native tongue of the man you’re dating. That way you’ll know whether he’s conversing with the wife you didn’t know he had.

         Lesson three: Don’t blow all of your disposable income on things that are so…well, disposable.

         Because now, instead of settling into her new job or making plans with friends for the long Fourth of July weekend in New York, she was crammed into a crowded, rickety old bus taking her far away from the city she’d called home for the past sixteen years.

         Dakota had fallen in love with New York City when her mother had taken her to “the most amazing place in the world” for a shopping trip at the age of nine. “Couldn’t you just imagine living here one day?” her mother had mused as they stood in Times Square among the soaring buildings, bustling crowds, and glamorous people.

         Mesmerized by her surroundings, Dakota could imagine it. And right there on that hot sidewalk, she’d declared that someday she would.

         She’d built her entire career on the goal of becoming a lead news anchor in New York, so losing the weekend anchor gig that had brought her one step closer to that dream was devastating. Being left with no choice but to return to Holly Grove Island—the little town in the Outer Banks where she’d grown up and which she had been actively avoiding since the death of her mother five years ago—rubbed salt in the open wound that was once her career.

         After eight hours and two bus changes, Dakota was finally deposited with a few of her fellow travelers at the gas station doubling as a bus stop in Elizabeth City, North Carolina, an hour away from Holly Grove Island.

         Dakota rummaged in her overpriced designer crossbody bag for a tip for the driver. The bag was a gift from her now ex-boyfriend, Marcello Giovannetti. A token of his affection. She’d been thrilled when he’d given her the thoughtful but expensive gift. But now it was a bitter reminder of how gullible she’d been.

         She was an investigative reporter who’d neglected to investigate the man who’d swept her off her feet. But everything about the night they’d met seemed so damn perfect. Like a fairy tale. And for once, it had been nice that there was some mystery to the relationship. That she didn’t know every detail about a man before they’d gone out.

         And how’d that work out for you, genius?

         Disastrously. But she’d gotten herself into this awful mess, so she would get herself out of it.

         By running home to Daddy?

         Dakota was really starting to hate the little voice in the back of her head. Her father had always predicted that her big-city adventure would go kaboom.

         The city is a dangerous, cruel place, Kota. It’ll chew you up and spit you out.

         Returning home with her tail between her legs would only prove her father right. He’d never say “I told you so,” but the words would always be hanging in the air between them.

         Maybe there was a way she could go home and keep her dignity.

         On the the long, grueling bus ride, during which her left butt cheek had fallen asleep more than once, she had devised a plan. She’d tell her father she lost her job at the news station because of cutbacks. He could relate to that. The same thing had happened to him ages ago when he worked at a factory. Before he’d gone into law enforcement and eventually become the chief of police on Holly Grove Island, a job he’d retired from a few years ago. This way, maybe her father would never have to know how royally she’d screwed up.

         Then there was her other concern. In a town of fewer than a thousand year-round residents, running into Dexter Roberts—her high school sweetheart—was inevitable. Dakota had fallen hard for him. She’d been so sure they were meant to be together she was blindsided when he dumped her after his first semester of college.

         After all this time, it still stung.

         Marcello had been the first man she’d actually envisioned a future with since Dexter.

         She could hear her late mother’s voice in that sweet, Eastern North Carolina drawl that Dakota had worked so hard to rid herself of.

         You sure know how to pick ’em, sweetie.

         Dakota collected her luggage, then moved to the little patio outside the convenience store to wait for her ride. She’d opted for the longer bus trip to give herself more time to prepare for the return home. And for the questions she’d inevitably be asked.

         Yet as she stood on the platform awaiting her ride, she felt no more prepared than she’d been when she’d stepped onto the bus early that morning.

         “Dakota Jones!”

         “Sinclair Buchanan.” An involuntary smile eased the tension in Dakota’s shoulders as she turned in the direction of that unmistakable twang. After the hell she’d been through the past few months, a genuine smile and a full heart felt…foreign. She dragged her oversize luggage behind her as she made her way toward her friend. “God, how long has it been?”

         Sinclair was as beautiful as ever. Her tawny brown skin was flawless, and her natural, rich brown curls had been straightened and hung just past her shoulders, accented by honey-blond ombre waves. Her large hazel eyes practically glowed from within.

         Sinclair embraced her so tightly she could barely breathe. “Too long, since your uppity behind decided you weren’t coming home anymore.” Sinclair finally released Dakota and met her gaze. “If I weren’t so happy to see you right now, Dakota Jones, I’d be tellin’ you about yourself.”

         “Missed you, too, Sin.” Dakota grinned. “Thanks for picking me up. I know it was last minute and I had no right to ask.”

         “You know I’d never pass up the chance to usher you back into town. And just in time for the big Fourth of July Festival. Always was your favorite event of the year.” Sinclair threaded her arm through Dakota’s. “C’mon. Let’s get you home. You must be exhausted.”

         “And starving.”

         “Got you covered on that.” Sinclair clicked her alarm, and a shiny black Lexus SUV beeped in response. “I packed a little care package for you and your dad.”

         Dakota turned toward the luxury SUV and cocked her head. “Is that you?”

         “Business has been good.” Sinclair grinned proudly. “Things are a lot different on the island since you were last here, Dakota. I think you’re gonna like being back home.”

         “I’m not staying, Sin.” It wasn’t what her friend wanted to hear, but Dakota wouldn’t give Sin false expectations. “This is a pit stop while I contemplate my next move.”

         “You sure, hon?” Sinclair struggled to lift Dakota’s bag. “’Cause I swear you got everything you own in this bag, including the kitchen sink.”

         “Sorry. Let me get that. I was dazed by your flashy new ride.” Dakota helped her friend lift the bag into the back of her truck. Sin slammed the rear hatch, and they climbed inside.

         “Beats the hell out of that rusted-out Gremlin I drove when we were in high school.” Sin giggled. “It’s a wonder we survived that thing. Remember that board my daddy glued down to the floor? It was the only thing keeping our feet from touching the ground.”

         “It was a chariot as far as I was concerned.” Dakota clicked her seat belt. “At least you had a car.”

         Sin pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward the highway that would take them to Holly Grove Island. She chatted happily, catching Dakota up on the health of her family, her accidental path into real estate, and some of the changes to the island in the past five years.

         They’d once been best friends—practically inseparable until Dakota had gone off to New York to follow her dreams. Within a few years, they’d fallen out of touch. Dakota had been afraid things would feel awkward between her and Sin after so many years apart. Instead, she found comfort in the familiar twang, the incessant chatter, and the irreverent humor of the woman whom she once felt she could tell anything. Even if she wasn’t ready to tell Sin everything right now.

         “So, you wanna tell me why you didn’t want your father to know you were comin’?” Sin asked once they’d crossed over Fox Haven Sound and arrived on Main Street.

         The question landed in her lap like a ticking time bomb. It was the reason Dakota had been tense, her belly in a knot, the entire bus ride. She didn’t like lying to her friends and family, but the truth was unbearably humiliating.

         “I wanted to surprise him, that’s all.” Dakota turned away, focusing on the shops on Main Street as they flew by.

         Most of the shops themselves were the same as the last time she’d been home: the bakery, the pharmacy, Myrna’s Salon, and Knitty Gritty—the local fiber shop. A used book store in the spot that was once the island’s video store. But everything looked brighter and fresher. The buildings were painted in complementary pastel colors and trimmed in crisp white. The windows sparkled, and each building was adorned with newer signs and awnings that amplified the picture-perfect small-town charm.

         She could swear she’d stepped into one of her favorite Hallmark movies.

         “I know we haven’t seen each other much since high school, but we’ve been best friends since we were in diapers. I know you, Dakota. So I know when something’s wrong,” Sin said after a brief silence. Dakota opened her mouth to object, but Sin waved a hand and continued. “You’re obviously not ready to share whatever it is that’s weighing on your chest like a ton of boulders. That’s fine. I get it. But if you ever do need someone to talk to, I’m here for you, Dakota. Like I’ve always been.”

         Sin’s lips curved in a barely-there smile, but the light in her eyes dimmed. The sadness in her friend’s voice tightened something in Dakota’s chest. There it was—the elephant in the SUV that neither of them had wanted to address. Sin was hurt that Dakota had gone to New York and never returned. That she’d allowed their friendship to wither and die like an untended garden.

         “I’ve been a terrible friend, Sinclair. And I’m sorry.” Guilt burned a hole in Dakota’s gut over Sin’s emails and text messages that had gone unanswered. Set aside to be dealt with later, only later never quite materialized. And eventually, Sin stopped sending them. “I never intended to shut you out. I just got so caught up in school and my career and—”

         “And neither me nor this Podunk little town fit into your glamorous new life.” Sin grimaced, waving a hand before Dakota could launch into an explanation. “Honestly? If I’d had the opportunity, I probably would’ve left, too.”

         “No, you wouldn’t have,” Dakota said warmly. “You love this place far too much to leave it. You always have and you always will.”

         A genuine smile spread across Sin’s face. “Okay, so maybe you do still know me a little. I do love this place, and I’m gonna do everything in my power to help you realize how much you love it, too.” Sin glanced over at Dakota, before returning her gaze to the road. “And as far as I’m concerned, nothing’s changed between us. You Joneses are a proud, stubborn bunch, so I thought I’d get that out there, right off.”

         Dakota’s heart squeezed. She was grateful for Sinclair’s undying friendship—loyalty she didn’t deserve. Sin was right; Dakota had chosen life in the glittering city over her best friend—a choice that had gnawed at her since her last trip home. “When I’m ready to talk, I promise to call you, Sin.”

         “That’s good enough for me.” Sin beamed.

         Dakota looked into the back seat. “Oh my God, what’s in that picnic basket? It smells incredible.”

         Sin’s laugh made it clear that Dakota’s attempt to change the subject wasn’t lost on her. “A good old-fashioned Southern feast. Fried pork chops, fried okra, fried corn, macaroni and cheese, cornbread, and blackberry cobbler.”

         “Even the aroma is decadent. I can feel my thighs expanding.” Dakota considered swiping a piece of cornbread from the wicker basket, but when she glanced up, Sin had turned onto Passionflower Avenue, then onto Cypress Lane, and there it was.

         Home.

         The sprawling, pale-pink, four-bedroom Victorian with white trim was way too big for her father. But Oliver Jones wouldn’t hear of selling the place. It was where he’d raised his family, and the place held too many memories.

         Those memories, many of them painful, were the reason he needed to let the house go. Her father had always taken so much pride in caring for their home. But now the clapboard was overdue for a good paint job, the lawn looked neglected, and the flower bed was overgrown with weeds. The only thing that was exactly as it should be was her mother’s prized rosebush.

         Dakota’s heart beat harder and faster, the sound of it filling her ears. Why was she so nervous? She was going to spend time with her father, whom she adored.

         Sin pulled into the driveway and honked the horn twice. They both giggled, the way they had when they were schoolgirls. Her father had always hated it when her friends blew the horn rather than coming to the front door.

         “You ready for this?” Sin turned off the engine and squeezed Dakota’s hand.

         Dakota ignored the swirling butterflies in her belly. “I’m ready.”

         They climbed out and unloaded Dakota’s luggage. Suddenly, the old wooden screen door slammed.

         “Land sakes, Sinclair, what on earth is all this noise about?”

         Dakota stepped out from behind Sin’s truck. “Hey, Dad.”

         She searched his face, older and more tired than she remembered it. He’d always been her big, strong father. North of six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a strong jaw. Built like a Mack truck. But today he looked a few inches shorter and frail. Like he needed a good meal.

         “Dakota?” His hands trembled as he inched toward the edge of the porch. As if he didn’t trust his vision.

         “Yes, sir.” She stepped closer, barely able to see through the tears that had formed the instant she’d seen him. He was much slimmer than he’d been when he’d come to New York to spend Christmas with her six months ago. “It’s me.”

         “It’s so good to see you, baby girl!” He stepped down from the porch carefully, limping a little and holding on to the railing. He opened his arms wide.

         Dakota rushed into her father’s arms, her tears wetting his shirt. He smelled of Irish Spring soap and Old Spice aftershave.

         At least that hasn’t changed.

         “Why are you limping, Dad?” Dakota asked. “Is everything all right?”

         “My right knee has been a little gimpy. Just part of old age. Nothing to worry about.” Her father held her at arm’s length, his eyes glistening. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I would’ve fixed us some dinner and spruced up the place.”

         “I wanted to surprise you.” She sniffled. “I hope that’s okay.”

         “Of course it is!” He hugged her to him again. “I hope you plan on staying more than a day or two this time.”

         “Actually, I thought I might stay for a few weeks.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “The station made some cutbacks, and I lost my job. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to hang out here until I figure things out.”

         “These big companies are cutting their workforces everywhere you look,” he grumbled, his wiry salt-and-pepper eyebrows gathering. His devastating layoff was still a sore subject for her father. “I’m sorry, Dakota. I know how much you loved that job.”

         “Thanks, Dad.”

         It was a gracious thing for her father to say since he’d never wanted her to move so far away or to go into television. He’d spent the majority of his life in their small town. His distrust of big cities had been solidified by his older sister’s death at the hands of a mugger a few years after she’d moved to Detroit. And he’d been worried about Dakota going into a male-dominated industry that relied so heavily upon one’s looks.

         “Doesn’t matter what brought you here, Dakota. I’m just glad you’re home.”

         “Ahem.” Sin cleared her throat as she lugged the large suitcase behind her with one arm and toted the heavy picnic basket with the other.

         “Sorry, Sin.” Dakota grabbed the picnic basket, while her father grabbed her luggage.

         He chuckled when he discovered how heavy it was. “Guess you weren’t joshing about staying for a while.” He turned to Sin and wrapped one arm around her shoulder. “Thank you for bringing my girl home. Best surprise I’ve had in a mighty long time.”

         “I told you we’d get her back here eventually,” Sinclair whispered loudly.

         “I can hear you two. You know that, right?” Dakota called over her shoulder as she climbed the porch stairs.

         “Umm-hmm. And we don’t even care,” Sin taunted.

         “Are those your famous fried pork chops and prize-winning blackberry cobbler I smell?” Oliver nodded toward the basket.

         “The very same, sir,” Sin said proudly. “And I made Dakota’s favorite, too. Lemon meringue pie.”

         “Then I hope you plan on staying to help us eat it.”

         Dakota’s cheeks tightened in a big, genuine smile that she could feel all the way down to her toes. She exhaled, drinking in the sense of comfort that settled over her and eased the tension in her shoulders for the first time since her world had imploded three months earlier.

         Her heart wasn’t racing and her teeth weren’t clenched. She felt centered and calm as she stood on the wraparound porch of the home where she’d grown up, despite the gentle teasing of her father and her childhood best friend.

         She couldn’t hide out here forever, and she had no intention of giving up her dream of being the lead news anchor in a major market. But maybe spending a few weeks back on Holly Grove Island wouldn’t be so terrible after all.
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         Dakota’s eyes fluttered open as the sun warmed her face. Sunlight filtered through the curtains and danced around the room. She surveyed the space for a moment before it registered that she was back home in her old bedroom.

         It was a separate suite on the third floor of the large Victorian home. Larger than her cozy little prewar apartment with original floors in the East Village that she’d been forced to sublet. The apartment had barely been as big as a postcard. But it had been all hers, and she’d adored it. Letting go of the place had broken Dakota’s heart.

         An additional insult to the growing list of injuries.

         She stretched and kicked one foot out from beneath the covers. At thirty-four she was living back home with her father, her career in shambles and her love life a complete disaster.

         Terrific. She was really going places. Dakota sifted through her luggage, grabbed her toiletries and some fresh clothes, then headed for the bathroom.

         After her shower, she took a half hour to check her LinkedIn profile and review the job alerts she’d set up on various career boards. Something she’d done nearly every morning since losing her job three months ago. A task that took much longer given the turtle speed of her father’s internet service. Then she made her way downstairs in a T-shirt, a pair of old shorts, and her bare feet. The smell of coffee, blueberry pancakes, and bacon wafted throughout the house. She smiled as she crossed the kitchen and kissed her father on the cheek.

         “Everything looks good. Smells good, too. Since when do you cook?” The words struck her as soon as they’d left her mouth, and a pained look crinkled her father’s eyes. Her mother had done all of the cooking. What choice did her father have but to learn to cook for himself now that she was gone? “Dad, I’m sorry. I didn’t…I mean, I shouldn’t have—”

         “It’s okay, baby girl.” Oliver smiled at her warmly. “I know what you meant. Go on and have a seat. I’ll fix you a plate.”

         Dakota slid onto the kitchen chair, her cheeks stinging with heat as an uncomfortable silence settled around them.

         Her father set her plate on the table and handed her a fork and knife. After he’d set down his own plate and silverware, he placed the blueberry maple syrup in front of her and a bottle of sugar-free syrup near his plate.

         He sat down and nodded toward her still untouched food. “What, you don’t trust your old man’s culinary abilities?”

         “Of course I do.” Dakota snickered, picking up her fork. She cut into the light, fluffy pancakes, and took a bite. The pancakes melted in her mouth, and a hint of lemon melded with the fresh blueberries. “Dad, this is really good. Like…”

         “Mom’s?” Her father chuckled. “Well, that’s certainly the highest compliment I could hope for. Especially since your mom spent the months immediately following her diagnosis teaching me to cook. She insisted that a man living alone needed to be able to cook for himself. I think she was afraid I’d marry the first woman who showed up on my steps with a hot meal if I couldn’t.”

         “Sounds like Mom. Determined to control things, even from the great beyond.”

         Oliver laughed. “Your mother was a very organized and determined woman. That’s for sure. It’s one of the things I loved most about her. It’s one of the things I love most about you, too.” He winked at her.

         “I thought my stubbornness drove you crazy.” Dakota recalled their last big argument.

         He’d rented a U-Haul to collect her things from her college dorm and drive her home after her graduation ceremony. That was when she told him she’d landed a paid internship at a television station in New York, so she wouldn’t be returning home. She was moving into a tiny apartment with four roommates—two of whom were male. It was the angriest she’d ever seen her father. Still, she’d stuck to her resolve.

         “Sometimes,” he acknowledged. “But even then I admired the trait. I was proud of you for making your own decisions. For your conviction and tenacity. I still am.”

         Dakota bit her lip and her belly burned. If her father only knew what a mess she’d made of her life and career, it’d break his heart. She would have to tell him eventually, but it didn’t need to be today. She watched, one brow raised, as he poured the syrup on his pancakes. “Sugar free? That’s not like you.”

         “Watching my figure.” He patted his belly, now practically gone, and chuckled. There was something concerning behind the smile, and his laughter felt forced. Besides, her father had always despised diet and sugar-free anything.

         She was all for her father living a healthier lifestyle, but why the sudden change?

         “You’re sure everything is okay?” she asked, unconvinced.

         “Peachy.” He set the bottle down and sliced into his pancakes.

         Dakota poured more blueberry syrup on her plate. Something was definitely going on with her father. And she would make it her business to find out what it was.

         “Looking forward to the Fourth of July Festival?” He seemed eager to change the subject.

         Dakota shrugged, her muscles tense. “I don’t know if I’m ready to be paraded around town. I thought I’d hang out here. Decompress. Do some job hunting.”

         “But you’ve always loved the Fourth of July Festival. And it isn’t small-potatoes stuff anymore. The town goes all out. You should see it.”

         Dakota could remember everything about the last Fourth of July Festival she’d attended on Holly Grove Island. The heat had been unbearable, and it was sticky and humid. But none of that had mattered to her because she and Dexter had been together. And she’d been head over heels in love with him.

         In her head, she’d already mapped out their future together. They’d both go to Texas A&M and get married after she graduated. But they’d hold off on having children until they were both established in their careers. Him as a pro football player and her as a nightly news anchor.

         Back then everything had seemed simple. She’d been so sure of what lay ahead for them. But here she was, seventeen years later, decidedly single and with no clue what her future held in store.

         “I don’t know, Dad.”

         “Look at it this way,” he said. “The festival will give you a chance to get all of those awkward hellos out of the way in a single day. If you don’t, you know what’ll happen.”

         She did. If she didn’t make an appearance, everyone in town would eventually stop by. One by one.

         “You’re right. I should get it over with.” She shoveled more pancakes into her mouth. They really were delicious. Her mother would be proud.

         “That’s my girl.” Her father settled his big brown eyes on hers and grinned. “Now that you’re going to the festival…Lila Gayle has a favor to ask of you.”

         “How’d Ms. Lila know I was…” Dakota shook her head and laughed. “Never mind. For a moment I forgot where I was.” Word of mouth traveled faster here than the high-speed internet she was already beginning to miss. “What’s the favor?”

         “She was asked to sponsor and judge an event at the festival. But she needs someone to help cover the café booth during the event. She’ll have a cook there,” he added quickly, likely in response to the look of alarm on her face. “But she’s short waitstaff. She just needs you to take the orders, pour coffee. Stuff like that. Should be a walk in the park since you’ve worked the festival booth for her before.”

         Dakota had been a server at Lila’s Café on weekends and during summers while in high school. So she’d also worked the booth during the Fourth of July Festival.

         “She’d pay you, of course.”

         Dakota waved off that bit of information. “I’m happy to help Ms. Lila out, Dad.”

         “I’ll let her know.” Her father munched on a crispy piece of bacon triumphantly.

         She had always liked Ms. Lila. It would be good to see her again. Besides, working the booth would ensure that any prying conversations remained short and sweet.

         Still, the thought of seeing everyone in town made her a little queasy. In the months before she’d left for NYU to pursue a degree in journalism, her mother had cornered anyone who would listen and compared Dakota to icons like Ida B. Wells and Gwen Ifill, proclaiming that her baby girl was headed off into the world to “make a name for herself.” The scandal with Marcello had certainly accomplished that. Just not in the way her mother had hoped. If just one person discovered the truth, the entire town would know within hours what a failure she was, making her humiliation complete.

         Her father’s place felt safe and comfortable. Outside these doors she’d be a nervous wreck, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
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         Dexter Roberts had attended the annual Fourth of July picnic at Holly Grove Island Park nearly every year of his life, except the summers he’d worked during college. Yet he was more nervous than he’d been while awaiting the results of the surgery to repair the devastating knee injury that ended his football career.

         A salty morning breeze blew off the Atlantic Ocean, rustling the canvas tents in the Food Alley section of the festival. Dexter hovered between the booths where Ms. Lupita was already preparing all manner of mouthwatering Mexican dishes and Ms. Louise and her daughters were setting out their delectable, handmade fudge and taffy. He tugged down his baseball cap and tried to be inconspicuous as he scanned the early crowd through his dark shades.

         “You look as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, Dexter Roberts.” His mother jabbed his side, surprising him. “Skulking around here looking for—”

         “I’m not skulking, Mama. And I’m not…exactly…looking for anyone. I’m just—”

         “Dakota Jones! How wonderful to see you, love.” Lila Gayle Eriksson, owner of Lila’s Café, had as thick a British accent now as she’d had the day she’d arrived in town nearly thirty years ago. “I can’t thank you enough for popping ’round to help me out.”

         His attention snapped to the two women the moment he heard Dakota’s name. It’d been a long time since he’d seen her. Longer still since they’d spoken.

         She wore a simple sleeveless denim shift that hinted at the curvy frame hidden beneath. The midthigh length of the dress revealed miles of smooth mahogany brown skin and toned thighs and calves.

         A curtain of glossy, tousled chestnut-brown waves shielded her face from view. But then she tucked her hair behind her ear, making half of her face visible.

         She was even more stunning than he remembered.

         “You wanna tell me again how you’re not looking for anyone in particular.” His mother stood with her arms folded and one brow hiked. “Nearly got whiplash turning to see Dakota the moment Lila Gayle called her name.”

         Dexter rubbed his neck, turning his attention to his mother. There was no fooling Marilyn Roberts. It was foolish of him to try. But that hadn’t ever stopped him and his younger brothers from trying to pull one over on her, just the same.

         “So I wanted to see Dakota. It’s no big deal.” He shrugged. “We were friends. There’s nothing unusual about that.”

         His mother’s expression softened. She rubbed his arm. “I think it’s safe to say you two were more than just friends, honey. And no, there’s nothing unusual about you being nervous to see her again.”

         “I didn’t say I was nervous,” he interjected.

         “No, you didn’t.” She grabbed his hand. “But those sweaty palms, your rapid breathing, and the way you keep rubbing the back of your neck are telling the story loud and clear.”

         “It’s ninety-two degrees out here. Everyone has sweaty palms.” Dexter pulled his hand from hers, wiping them both on his board shorts. He swallowed hard, ignoring the rapid beat of his heart, his dry mouth, and the quivering in his gut.

         “You should’ve taken my advice and gone over to Oliver’s to see her. Gotten all of the awkwardness of that first meeting out of the way—without the entire town’s prying eyes.” She glanced around before returning her attention to him. “In a town the size of a postage stamp, you two were bound to run into each other eventually.”

         Dexter sighed, not acknowledging his mother’s I-told-you-so. But she was absolutely right. According to the town gossip chain, Dakota had been back nearly a week. Plenty of time for him to stop by and say hello. But he hadn’t. And so here he was, preparing himself for public castigation by the woman who’d once meant everything to him.

         “Dex, honey, don’t let this opportunity to reconnect with Dakota pass you by. She means too much to you.”

         “That was a long time ago.” Dexter frowned. “We’re different people now.”

         “Yet your feelings for her don’t seem to have changed.” His mother offered an encouraging smile. “Perhaps she feels the same. Only one way to find out.”

         He glanced at the spot where the two women had stood. They were gone.

         Another missed opportunity.

         “They stepped inside Lila Gayle’s booth,” his mother offered, as if she’d read his thoughts. “I believe Dakota is helping her out, like old times.” She grinned. “Haven’t eaten breakfast yet, have you?”

         “No, ma’am.” Dexter shook his head.

         “Now seems like as good a time as any.” His mother winked, then checked her watch. “I’m headed over to the first aid tent to start my shift.” She called over her shoulder, “Give Dakota my regards.”

         Dexter took a deep breath, readjusted the brim of his baseball hat, and leaned against the light pole a stone’s throw away from the Lila’s Café booth. His heart thudded in his chest and his pulse raced at the thought of reconnecting with Dakota. He’d blown it with her. He couldn’t change that. But that hadn’t stopped him from wishing he could go back in time and handle things between them differently. Or from wanting her in his life again. If not as lovers, then at least as friends.

         There was a solid chance Dakota wouldn’t be interested in either. But now that they were both back in their small community, he didn’t want things to be awkward.

         He’d give it a few minutes. Then he’d head over and order breakfast from the woman who still sent his heart into overdrive without even trying.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dakota was surprised by how easily she fell back into the role of server at Lila’s Café, a job she’d held during her sophomore through senior years of high school. There was something comforting about meeting people here, with a wooden countertop between them. Where they couldn’t pull her aside and ply her with questions.

         The breakfast crowd had slowed down a bit by the time she’d taken over to give Lila Gayle a break. Which made Lila’s booth a good place to hide for the rest of the morning.

         “Dakota, would you be a dear and get me a refill of coffee?” Mrs. Anderson asked after they’d had all of the expected conversation.

         Great to see you.

         You’re looking a bit thin.

         Sorry about your mother.

         Her mother had been gone five years. Still, that last bit hit her hard, no matter how many times people had expressed their condolences over the loss of her mother.

         “Right away, Mrs. Anderson.” Dakota refilled the woman’s mug, then turned to replace the carafe.

         “I’d love a cup before you put that away.”

         The familiar voice made her pulse race. Still, when she turned around, seeing him felt surreal. She inhaled deeply and clenched the hand at her side as she bit back the resentment rising in her chest.

         “Hello, Dakota.” His mouth curved in a soft smile, while his dark sunglasses shielded his eyes. “It’s good to see you.”

         “Dexter.” She forced the name caught in her throat past her lips. Grabbing a sleeved paper cup, she filled it with coffee. “What can I get for you today?”

         “What’s good?” he asked in the same low, sexy growl that once had the power to turn her inside out.

         Not today, Satan. Not today.

         “Today’s special is French toast.” She pulled a pad and pencil from the pocket of her apron with all of the indifference she could muster.

         “Not what I asked.” He didn’t touch the laminated menu in front of him. Instead, he slid off his shades and set them on the counter. His gaze was like hot lasers melting her very core. “I’d like to know what you think is good.”

         Not running into the jerk who dumped me while I’m wearing a grease-stained apron. That would be good.

         She scribbled quickly on her notepad, then met his gaze. “Waffles, sausage patties, an extra side of bacon, and hash browns. Coming right up.”

         His eyes widened with surprise and then he chuckled. A broad grin spread across his annoyingly handsome face.

         Why couldn’t he be balding, sporting a spare tire, and missing a few teeth?

         Dakota ripped the ticket off the pad and clipped it to the stainless-steel order wheel. She spun it toward Leo, who was manning the grill, then turned back to Dex.

         God, he’s handsome.

         More than she remembered. But then, he’d been nineteen when she saw him last. But now…She drew in a shaky breath. Her knees wavered and a warmth, which she preferred not to acknowledge, traveled the length of her spine.

         Dexter’s dark-brown skin looked smooth and warm. His dark eyes glinted with amusement. His sensual lips, framed by a well-trimmed mustache and a neat beard, quirked in a half smile. And he smelled divine, like citrus and sandalwood.

         If it weren’t for the small matter of hating Dexter Roberts’s guts, she’d be inclined to put him on a plate, sop him up with a warm biscuit, then wash him down with an ice-cold glass of sweet tea.

         Dakota shuddered inwardly. The quiet, confident, magnetic appeal Dexter had possessed in high school—what Sin had dubbed “the Dex Factor”—was clearly still intact. He’d only been there five whole minutes and he was already driving her insane. But she was older now. Wiser. And in case she’d forgotten the dire consequences of trusting a handsome man with a disarming smile, Marcello had certainly reminded her.

         “Your order will be up shortly. More coffee?”

         “More coffee would be great.” He slid the cup toward her. “But what I’d really like is a chance to talk.”

         Dexter had never been big on talking. He was the strong and silent type who listened and observed a lot more often than he spoke. Especially around people he didn’t know. When he finally opened up to her she was delighted that she’d broken through the wall with which he seemed to surround himself. It had been a coup back then. But she wasn’t interested in whatever it was that Dexter Roberts had to say now.

         “I’m kind of busy.” Dakota lifted one shoulder in a mock apology as she refilled his cup. She replaced the carafe on its warmer.

         He surveyed the empty counter and dragged a hand across his forehead. “You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

         “Like you made things easy for me when you dumped me?” Her voice wavered and her cheeks stung.

         So much for my fantasy of playing it cool, if we ever crossed paths again.

         “Dakota, I…I’m sorry that I—”

         “Forget it, Dex. We don’t need to talk about it. Ever.” Dakota moved to the other end of the counter, thankful that a customer had approached.

         She’d made the mistake of revealing that she was still hurt by his rejection. But she wouldn’t give Dexter the satisfaction of knowing how shaken she was by seeing him.

         Now, if only she could convince her hands and knees to stop wavering.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four
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         Dex peered over his cup at Dakota as he sipped his coffee. His heart slammed against his chest at the sight of the woman who’d taken a huge chunk of his heart with her when she left Holly Grove Island for good.

         He aimed to get it back. One way or another.

         Dakota cast a nervous glance in his direction as she took another customer’s order. He lowered his cup and smiled. She returned her attention to the other customer and tucked a stray curl behind her ear.

         He set his cup down, hope slowly flooding his chest.

         A few minutes later, Dakota set his food in front of him. “Here you are. Waffles, sausage, bacon, and hash browns. The Dexter Roberts Special.” Her tone was matter-of-fact.

         “You remembered.” He smiled. “I’m flattered.”

         “Don’t be,” she replied. “I also remember exactly what Old Man Riley ordered every morning.” She folded her arms, her expression hardened.

         Dexter’s eyes were trained on her mouth. He’d always loved those lips. They’d been soft and warm and always tasted of cherry cola or bubble gum.

         He still vividly recalled the taste of her lips and the feel of her incredibly soft skin on that warm summer night. His pulse elevated at the memory of tugging her lower lip gently between his as he’d kissed her. He cleared his throat. “Old Man Riley died, you know. Couple years back.”

         “I—I hadn’t heard,” she stammered, her defensive posture easing as she dropped her arms to her sides. “I’m surprised my dad didn’t mention it.”

         “Oliver hasn’t been the same since he lost your mother.” Dex raised his eyes to hers, his heart breaking for her. She winced at the mention of her mother. The two of them had been close. “I’m sorry about your mom, Dakota. Ms. Madeline was a remarkable woman. She had such a beautiful, giving spirit. We all miss her like crazy.”

         “Thanks.” She fiddled with the strings of her apron to fill the awkward silence between them. When she settled her gaze on his again, her eyes were shiny with unshed tears. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

         “I heard you’re only here for a few weeks,” Dexter called to her retreating back. He’d hoped Dakota would hear him out, allow him to apologize. He’d half expected that she wouldn’t, and he’d respect that. But this was something she needed to hear. “Oliver needs you, Dakota.”

         She turned back to him. “What do you mean?”

         “I mean he’s lonely, and he hasn’t taken losing your mother very well. He misses your mom, but he also really misses you and Shayna,” he said, referring to her older sister.

         She shifted her eyes to a woman who sat at the other end of the counter, sipping her coffee and awaiting her breakfast order. The woman, who Dex didn’t recognize, watched them as if they were a soap opera.

         Dakota returned her gaze to him and leaned in, her voice hushed. “I don’t want to talk about this here. I’m off duty in a couple of hours. We can talk then. Somewhere discreet. I don’t want the whole town thinking…” She let her words trail off, then sighed.

         “How about that park bench at the other end of the beach? The one where I…” He cringed when she narrowed her eyes at him and folded her arms.

         Asking Dakota to meet him at the spot where he’d asked her to be his girlfriend was a truly stupid idea. But it’d been the first place that had come to mind. It was an easy walk from the booth, would have very little traffic since most of the folks on the island were at the Fourth of July festivities, and was a spot that was familiar to both of them.

         Still, suggesting it as a meeting spot was a complete blunder.

         Way to go, Dex. Way to go.

         
              

         

         A little more than two hours later, Dexter watched Dakota stalk toward the bench where he sat. A trail of smoke practically billowed from her ears.

         She was pissed. At him.

         Why would he expect anything else after the way he’d ended things between them? It pained him even now to remember the hurt look on her face. He’d broken limbs and torn his ACL playing college football. Nothing had ever hurt him more than what he’d done to her that day. He’d broken her heart. But he’d done it for both of their sakes.

         Dex doubted Dakota would see things that way, so it was a topic better left for another day. Right now he’d focus on the issue at hand: Oliver.

         But focusing on anything other than how enticing Dakota looked on this hot summer day required a Herculean effort. Her warm brown skin glowed with a light sheen of perspiration. The neckline of her slim denim dress hugged her full breasts and revealed a hint of cleavage. Strappy, black platform sandals highlighted the length of her incredibly sexy legs. A black bandanna held back the beach waves that bounced behind her.

         Dex swallowed hard as Dakota got closer. He needed to take it down a notch and play this cool. Starting with shutting his gaping mouth.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dakota’s skin felt as if it were on fire beneath Dexter’s intense gaze.

         Only Dex would have the nerve to ask her to meet him here. The very place where their relationship shifted from being friends to something more. If he hadn’t been such a jerk to her at the end, she might’ve considered it sweet that Dex remembered the significance of their spot at the far end of Holly Grove Island Park.

         She plopped down on the bench, leaving as much physical space as possible between them. Had this bench always been this small? Maybe it only appeared so because Dexter was taller now and his shoulders were broader. Or maybe it was because her hips weren’t as narrow as they’d been the last time he’d placed his large hands on them and pulled her closer.

         Dakota squeezed her eyes shut and huffed.

         Why did I agree to meet with him?

         She rubbed at the goose bumps popping up on her arms, partly because a cool breeze chose that moment to blow off the Atlantic Ocean. Partly because a chill ran through her when his eyes met hers. But this wasn’t about her and Dexter.

         “You said my dad needs me. What did you mean?”

         This wasn’t a social call. The only reason she’d been compelled to meet Dexter Roberts here, of all places, was because of her father.

         “I'm worried about Oliver,” Dexter said. “He hasn’t been himself since he lost your mom, and now there’s the decline in his health.”

         Dakota swallowed hard, a knot tightening in her gut. She wanted to tell Dexter to mind his own business because her dad was fine, but the truth was she was worried about him, too.

         “A decline in his health?” She echoed Dexter’s ominous words. Her mouth suddenly felt dry and the knot in her stomach cinched tighter. “I mean, I know he’s lost a lot of weight in the last six months, but he said that he wants to be healthier, so he can live long enough for me to give him some grandkids since Shayna hasn’t.”

         “Sounds like your dad.” Dexter chuckled. “So how are Shayna and…”

         “Howard,” she supplied. “They’re both doing fine.” According to Shay.

         But when they spoke by phone, once or twice a month, her sister seemed unhappy, despite insisting everything was fine. Dakota had wanted to fly to California to see for herself, but Shay was always too busy. Not that any of that was Dexter’s business.

         “Are you saying my dad is sick?” Just saying the words caused a flutter of panic in her chest, but her heart rate doubled when Dexter shifted his gaze from hers rather than answering. “Oh my God, my dad isn’t…dying, is he?” She whispered the offending word, hating to even put something so awful out into the universe.

         Dexter covered her hand with his much larger one. “No, sweet—” He swallowed the word. “No, but Oliver is diabetic. Did he tell you that?”

         She shook her head, her eyes burning with tears. “How do you know that when he hasn’t told me or Shay?”

         “He didn’t tell me. I saw him buying diabetic supplies at the pharmacy.”

         “Why would he keep something so important from us?” she whispered the words aloud to herself, but Dexter responded anyway.

         “He probably didn’t want to worry you.” Dex’s reassuring tone drew her attention to his warm smile. “Lila Gayle’s been fussin’ over him, much as Oliver will allow. Seems to have worked. He’s lost a lot of weight, which is great for his condition. But that limp of his has gotten a lot worse. We’re all worried about him, but you know your dad.”

         Dakota’s heart ached. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing her father, too. Not when the loss of her mother still felt so fresh. She glanced down at the hand Dexter was still holding. Dakota allowed herself the momentary indulgence of reveling in the familiar warmth and comfort of his touch. It had always felt so reassuring when Dexter held her hand in his. Like she was safe. Protected. Loved.

         A teenage fantasy back then. A mere illusion now. One she wouldn’t fall for again.

         She slipped her hand from beneath his.

         “I know Holly Grove Island is just a pit stop to whatever you plan to do next. But Oliver needs you right now, Dakota.”

         “Why are you telling me this?”

         He winced, as if he was disappointed that she needed to ask. “I care about Oliver…and about you. I never stopped caring about you, Dakota.”

         His words felt heavy. Like a living, breathing thing that had taken up residence in the space between them. Her face and neck suddenly felt hot.

         How dare he fix his mouth to say something like that? To pretend that he still cared. It was Dex who had broken up with her during Christmas break his first year at Texas A&M.

         She’d planned to follow him there, though it meant giving up her dream of going to NYU’s journalism school. Because she couldn’t bear the thought of spending four long years apart, she’d been willing to defer that dream. Perhaps go to grad school at NYU instead. Or move to New York once his pro football career had ended. She’d been prepared to make that sacrifice because she loved him. But then he’d broken her heart.

         Dakota still remembered everything about that night nearly two decades ago. White Christmases were a rarity in the Outer Banks. But that night had started off perfect. The air was cold and crisp. Fluffy white snowflakes fell to the ground but melted on contact. She remembered the green sweater Dex had been wearing and the red peacoat she’d worn with the red, white, and pink scarf Dex’s mother had crocheted for her the year before.

         They’d been in the middle of exchanging gifts when he’d suddenly blurted out that they were both too young to be tied down. He wanted the freedom to see other people.

         She’d been devastated. Thinking of that cold night a lifetime ago still made her heart feel as if it would explode. Dakota bit the inside of her cheek and steeled her spine, sitting taller. She’d been so sure she was past all of this, but suddenly the wound Dexter had inflicted that night felt as raw as ever. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how deeply he’d hurt her.

         “I appreciate you telling me.” It pained her to feel even slightly indebted to Dexter Roberts, but she was grateful he’d informed her about her father’s health issues.

         She couldn’t help feeling guilty about staying away so long, leaving her father to grieve her mother on his own because she couldn’t handle the painful memories lurking around every corner: In every single room of their house. At the town gazebo where her mother had sung Christmas carols with the church choir. On the beach where she and her mom would lie in the sun and trade gossip like old girlfriends. At the ice cream shop where her mother would occasionally indulge herself by having two scoops of mint chocolate chip ice cream piled high with whipped cream.

         If she needed to extend her stay on Holly Grove Island to see after her father, she could certainly spare a few months. Besides, lying low a bit longer would put more distance between her and the scandal that had tanked her career.

         “If it was my mom, I’d want to know.” He shrugged.

         “Well, thank you, just the same.” She stood, turning to leave.

         “One more thing, Dakota,” he called out, stopping her in her tracks. “I don’t know what your eventual plans are, but if you decide to stay on Holly Grove Island for a while, a mutual friend could use your help.”

         Dakota narrowed her eyes at him. “Who’s the mutual friend?”

         “Nick Washington. He’s now the director of sales and marketing at the new hotel on the island. He’s never taken on a job this big before. You know Nick—he’s smart and capable, but also a bit cocky. I think he’s starting to feel like he’s in over his head, but he’s too proud to admit it. He needs confident, experienced people on his team. So far the pool has been kind of shallow. And the pay is awfully good.”

         Dakota wanted to tell Dexter Roberts where he could shove his little job-assistance program. But the truth was, she needed to be here, seeing about her father for at least the next few months. Just until she knew he was on solid footing. And as for Nick’s available job…well, she could definitely use the money.

         “I’m not staying permanently. But if Nick would consider a temporary arrangement, maybe I can help. But right now my only concern is my father.”

         “Of course.” Dex extended Nick’s business card. “In case you need it.”

         She reached for the card, but Dex flipped it over, revealing a number jotted on the back.

         “That’s my number. In case you ever want to talk.”

         Dakota slipped the card into her pocket without looking at it or acknowledging his offer. “I’d better get back before my dad starts to worry.” She hiked a thumb over her shoulder toward the sounds of a band warming up at the festival. “Goodbye, Dex.”

         She hurried back to the event, hoping it was the last she’d see of Dexter Roberts.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         It’d been two days since the Fourth of July Festival, and Dakota had asked her father five different times in five different ways if everything was all right. He’d grunted that everything was fine and changed the subject each time. She could’ve asked him directly, but then he would’ve wanted to know who’d told her. And she wouldn’t throw Dexter under the bus.

         She appreciated him telling her about her dad, even if she hated that he’d been the one to do it. Every time she thought of sitting on that bench a few inches from him, heat filled her chest, her tummy fluttered, and her face heated.

         Dakota sighed and fanned herself with an open hand as she glanced at her father’s closed bedroom door. Maybe she’d failed miserably where Marcello was concerned, but she’d spent the past six years of her career as an investigative reporter. A damn good one. She’d busted dirty politicians, shady contractors, tricky grifters, and thieving corporations. Surely she could find some evidence to corroborate Dexter’s concerns so she could confront her father without pointing the finger at her ex.

         Her father had gone fishing early that morning with a few of his fellow retiree buddies. They’d been gone a few hours already, so he could return any minute. It was now or never.

         Dakota sucked in a deep breath, turned the doorknob, and stepped inside her parents’ bedroom. She hadn’t been in this room in more than five years. Since her mother lay in bed ill, her body slowly being ravaged by cancer.

         Her father hadn’t changed a thing.

         Her mother’s makeup and perfume bottles were still lined up against the mirror of the vanity near the far window. The bedding and curtains were the same, and everything was arranged exactly as it had been when her mother was alive.

         Dakota didn’t dare touch the partially open closet door. She already knew that it would be overflowing with all of her mother’s dresses and shoes. Many of which she’d never worn.

         Tightness gripped Dakota’s chest, and her throat felt dry. She bit her lower lip and fought back the tears that stung her eyes.

         How could her father sleep in the room that felt so much like her mother every single night for five years? She hadn’t been in the room five minutes and she was on the brink of tears.

         Don’t be sad, baby. Think of all the great moments we’ve had together. I couldn’t be more proud of you, sweetheart.

         Dakota sniffled and wiped angrily at the warm tears that had spilled down her face.

         Why did everything have to be so damn complicated? Even a sweet and touching moment at the end of her mother’s life detonated a minefield of conflicting emotions. She was glad to finally hear her mother say she was proud of her, full stop. Rather than pointing out to her where she could be better.

         Sit up straight, honey. No man wants to marry the Hunchback of Notre Dame.

         Straighten your hair, honey. No studio wants an anchor with a head full of kinky curls.

         If they passed you over for that promotion, you obviously didn’t want it badly enough. You’ve got to work harder.

         Dakota wrapped her arms around her middle and released a heavy sigh. Work harder. Those words were lodged in her brain. They’d been her unofficial motto since she’d entered her first beauty pageant, at her mother’s behest, at age five.

         No matter how far she’d gone in her career or what she’d achieved, her mother’s response had always been That’s great, honey, but…

         But…but…but.

         She’d barely had a moment to celebrate the win before her mother would launch into a plan of attack for next time.

         Always be the best. Anything else is varying degrees of losing.

         Dakota raked her hand through her messy hair and turned her attention toward her parents’ bathroom. She crept inside the room, which seemed relatively free of memories. It was sparse. Nothing on the counter but a ceramic container that held her father’s razor and toothbrush, the soap dish, and a tube of toothpaste.

         She opened the linen closet and eyed the space, feeling guilty about touching anything unnecessarily. There was a collection of meds. She took a quick snapshot of her father’s medicines, so she could look them up later. Then a little black pouch caught her eye.

         Dakota picked it up and unzipped it. The pouch held a glucose meter, a lance, lancets, and a bottle of test strips.

         Dex was right. Her father was diabetic.

         What else isn’t he telling me?

         She grabbed the pouch and crept out of her parents’ room. When her father returned, they were going to have a talk.

         
              

         

         Dexter’s cell rang minutes after he’d ended his last conference call of the day. After a three-hour meeting, he relished the idea of silence. But he was glad to see his cousin Garrett’s name and photo pop up on the screen.

         “Rett, it’s been a while.” Dexter put the phone on speaker and continued typing notes from the meeting into a follow-up email for his assistant. “How are you?”

         “Things are great,” Garrett said. “But the real question is, how are you?”

         “Fine.” Dexter stopped typing and turned to look at the phone. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

         “Word on the street is your old flame is back in town.”

         “How’d you…Never mind.” Dex dragged a hand across his forehead. His mother undoubtedly had talked to Aunt Ellen, who’d told Garrett. “Yes, Dakota is back in town, temporarily. And no, it’s no big deal.”

         “See how defensive you sounded right there?” Dex could practically see his cousin wagging one of his Arsenio Hall–length digits. “If it really wasn’t a big deal, you wouldn’t feel the need to convince me that it wasn’t.”

         “I’m not.”

         “You used your Uncle James voice,” Garrett said.

         Dexter couldn’t help chuckling.

         His father, James Roberts, was a good man. A solid family provider and the kind of person who would give a neighbor in need the shirt off his back. But the man had a far more difficult time sharing himself with the people who loved him.

         As a kid, one of Dexter’s favorite sounds in the world had been his father’s deep belly laugh. Dex treasured the contagious sound because he’d heard it so rarely. James Roberts was always so serious, with a sober expression and stern tone.

         Only two things seemed to truly make James Roberts happy: football and jazz. His father had played the saxophone in a band with a few of his buddies. So Dexter had taken up the sax, too, as a way to get closer to the enigmatic man. And he’d played football, even though he preferred baseball.

         He’d had an aptitude for both the saxophone and football, which pleased his father and made him genuinely proud of him. The man had been heartbroken when Dexter’s injury ended his college football career and extinguished any hopes of a professional one. And yet all Dexter had felt when he’d finally learned his fate was a deep sense of relief.

         “I wasn’t using my Uncle James voice,” Dexter said. Because in their family, that was definitely a thing. “Just being clear.”

         “I don’t know,” Rett said. “Sounds like my boy needs me. Say the word and I’m there. I know how hard the breakup was on you. It couldn’t have been easy seeing her again.”

         “It was fine, and I’m fine.”

         “But is she still fine?” There was playfulness in his cousin’s tone.

         “She’s beyond fine. She’s gorgeous. Seeing her again after all this time…It knocked me on my ass for a minute, if I’m being honest,” Dexter admitted with a sigh. “But what’s crazy is that she looks so much like her mother now. I swear, she could be her twin.”

         “If you ask me, Dakota’s mama thought they were twins. I’ve heard of parents wanting to live vicariously through their children, but the woman took it a bit far,” Rett said, then added, “God rest her soul.”

         “You know that doesn’t give you a pass for speaking ill of the dead, right?” Dexter pointed out.

         “Wasn’t speaking ill of her, bruh. Just stating facts. Let the chips fall where they may,” Rett said matter-of-factly. Neither of them spoke for a minute. Then his cousin broke the silence. “You sure you’re good?”

         “Positive. We’ve already gotten through that first awkward meeting. We even spoke privately.” Dex clenched his fist, remembering how good it had felt to hold Dakota’s hand again.

         “Her idea or yours?” Rett’s interest was obviously piqued.

         “Mine. I wanted to talk to her about an issue with her father.” Dexter cleared his throat, then added, “Told her she should hang around town for a while. For Oliver’s sake.”

         “Wait, you snitched on her dad, then guilted her into sticking around longer?” Rett whistled. “That’s grimy.”

         “It’s not like I did it for me.” His cheeks heated and his pulse quickened, even as he denied his cousin’s claim. “I was looking out for her dad. Besides, she has the right to know.”

         “Speaking of Dakota’s right to know…” Rett quickly transitioned to the topic they both knew he didn’t want to discuss. “Don’t you think Dakota has the right to know what really happened between you two back then?”

         Dexter heaved a sigh and tapped his thumb against the blotter on his desk. The pain in Dakota’s eyes and the tears that streaked her cheeks, red from the frigid weather, were as vivid in his mind as they’d been that day seventeen years ago.

         “She knows what happened. I broke up with her. It was my decision, no one else’s. It was the best thing for the both of us.” Dex gritted the words out.

         “Say it a few more times and maybe you’ll start believing it.” Rett’s words were firm but empathetic. “But the truth is that we both know you regret how you handled the situation.”

         That much is true.

         They both knew it, so there was no need to confirm it.

         “You missed a great Fourth of July Festival,” Dexter said instead. “The new committee has outdone itself. I can’t wait to see what they’ll do for Founders Day.” Dexter lightly rapped his finger on the desk. “You should come home for it. Aunt Ellen would be thrilled.”

         “We’ll see. I don’t know if I’m up to being grilled about my love life and hounded about producing grandchildren for my mother,” Rett said.

         “You don’t have a love life, so it’ll be a short conversation. But if she asks about your sex life…well, that would be a conversation and a half.”

         “Or maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do. Maybe I’m ready for something more,” Rett countered.

         There was a beat of silence; then they both broke into laughter.

         “I could barely say that with a straight face,” Rett said. “You know I’m all about that bachelor life.”

         “I do. Which is why I don’t understand why you’re pressing me about Dakota. Seems like it goes against your bachelor code.”

         “Being a quintessential bachelor is the right move for me. For a marshmallow-soft dude like you…not so much.” Rett laughed.

         “You didn’t even like Dakota when I was dating her,” Dex reminded his cousin.

         “I didn’t dislike her personally. I was selfish, and I didn’t appreciate sharing my best friend and wingman.” There was regret in Rett’s voice, but he quickly recovered. “Besides, after that chick you were going to marry, I’d much prefer that you get back with Dakota.”

         “Evelyn wasn’t that bad.” Dexter felt the need to defend her. His ex was high maintenance, but she wasn’t a bad person. And it was him who evidently hadn’t been ready to commit to her. Because they weren’t the right fit.

         “She who shall not be named or she who was a piece of work will do just fine,” Rett responded quickly, then sighed. “Seriously, you and Dakota were good together. I didn’t recognize it then, but I do now. And if there is any chance that the two of you are still right for each other…well, seems like it’d be worth investigating.”

         “We were kids then. We didn’t have a clue about love.”

         “Maybe,” Rett conceded. “But you made each other happy. And from what I hear, you could both use a little of that in your lives right now.”

         “Could you please tell me where my real cousin is and put him back on the phone?” Dexter teased. “The sentimental sap on the line right now is giving me the blues.”

         From the moment he learned that she’d returned to town, he’d been in his head and in his feelings about how badly he’d screwed up with Dakota. The last thing he needed was for Mr. Quintessential Bachelor, of all people, to point out the very thing that was constantly on his brain. His desire for a second chance with her.

         “It was a momentary lapse. I promise to be the same annoying prick you know and love the next time we talk. Deal?”

         “Deal.”

         “So…” Rett dragged out the single syllable. “If Dakota is back, she’s probably hanging out with her girl Sin again.”

         “From what I hear,” Dexter said. “Why? You still sweet on Sin?”

         “I was never sweet on Sinclair Buchanan.” Rett put a little bass in his voice. “She was a pain in my ass that I was forced to spend time with while you and Dakota were together.”

         “Oh, so we’re gonna pretend that all that bickering you and Sin did back then wasn’t one big game of juvenile flirtation?” Dexter laughed when his cousin stammered in response. “That’s what I thought.” Dexter glanced up at his assistant, who’d knocked on his open door. “Gotta go. But you should come home. In the meantime, I’ll tell Sinclair you said hello.”

         “Don’t you dare—”

         Dexter ended the call, still chuckling at how flustered Rett had been around the topic of Sinclair Buchanan. He answered his assistant’s questions about the recent conference call, then got back to work. But his cousin’s words kept cycling through his brain.

         Don’t you think Dakota has the right to know what really happened between you two back then?

         Maybe she did, and maybe it would absolve him of some of the guilt he felt. But it would be devastating if she learned the truth. And he wouldn’t hurt her again.
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