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One


Hannah Murphy stared at the short tumbler of muddy, pale-yellow liquid in front of her, then up at the man who had placed it on the table. He gave her a cocky half grin.


“You looked thirsty,” he said.


“You could tell that from across the room?” Hannah fought to keep her disdain from showing on her face. She lifted her eyebrows innocently and kept the habitual polite smile from her lips.


Not smiling was probably the easiest thing to do this evening.


“That’s pretty impressive, Eric,” she continued casually.


Eric’s half grin split into a full smile as he leaned his elbows on the high-top table and peered at her. Hannah folded her arms and backed as far away from him as possible.


“You look lonely too,” Eric said. His green eyes glinted with something that made her stomach turn.


She refrained from curling her lip as she held his stare. “Your powers of observation are simply astounding,” she said flatly.


He inched closer. “So, how about you and me get out of here?”


Hannah blew out a long breath and barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Her fiancé’s friends never had much interest in socializing with her, even when he was around. But tonight, every single one of them had approached her with offers similar to Eric’s. They hadn’t spoken to her at all in the past year, and she struggled to imagine the reason behind their sudden interest in her. While they had never been the sharpest group of guys when it came to intelligence, Eric was clearly the dullest tool in the box. At least Adam and Will had picked up on her sarcasm and left her alone. She didn’t drink, and she had no intention of starting with this offering.


Eric bobbed his head toward the door. “So? You wanna get out of here?”


“No,” she answered. Then, because she couldn’t avoid it, “Thank you.”


He stood and shrugged. “Hey, whatever, babe. I’m just here because Tori suggested it.” He turned and walked toward a group of young women at a nearby table, who giggled as he approached.


Hannah shook her head. Victoria “Tori” Davis had been a party girl since they were twelve. At fifteen, she’d been the first in their class to lose her virginity. In the nine years since, she hadn’t slowed down in her partying or her conquests, and she couldn’t understand that not everyone lived by her rules. Tori seemed to have forgotten the reason why they were all gathered at Finnigan’s Pub. At the party that Tori had arranged.


Against Hannah’s wishes.


It looked like Hannah would be having a lengthy, unpleasant conversation with her “friend” later.


Hannah grabbed the glass and made her way through the double swinging doors and into the restaurant. Walking up to the bar, she smiled at Jim, the old bartender. He returned her grin with one of his own, his white teeth gleaming against his dark skin.


“Hey, Jim.” Hannah placed the glass on the wooden bar top and eased herself onto one of the emerald-green leather stools.


“Another one, heh?” He chuckled as he took the drink from her and dumped it into the sink in front of him.


“It’s not funny,” Hannah whined, sounding like one of her third graders. She looked around the room. “I’ve been in here how many times in the last month? You couldn’t have warned me about this little get-together?” Although, Tori’s increased insistence over the last six weeks that she and Hannah have dinner at Finnigan’s Pub now made more sense.


“Now, what fun would that have been?” Jim winked as he placed a glass of water in front of her. “The party girl said you wouldn’t be happy about it.”


“Well, she was right.” Hannah took a sip of water. “I asked her not to do this. I told her it wasn’t necessary.” She took a deep breath. “I’m not even sure it’s in good taste.”


Jim’s eyes darkened. “It’s never poor taste to honor someone you loved.”


Hannah’s heart dropped to her stomach. “He was my fiancé, not hers.”


“He was her friend.” Jim raised an eyebrow. “Maybe she just needs this for closure and thought you could too,” he said softly.


Hannah frowned. She guessed there could be a deeper reason behind this party, a memorial to her fiancé, Carter Elliot, who had died a year ago in a helicopter training accident off the coast of Rhode Island. Two men in uniform had come to her house to tell her the awful news. There were no survivors, and his body had never been recovered. It was a tragedy. At twenty-three, Carter had had his whole life ahead of him, and Hannah was supposed to be a part of that future.


When Tori approached her last month about throwing a memorial party in Carter’s honor, Hannah had immediately dismissed the idea and asked her not to. Hannah and Carter had been a couple for three years, engaged for two. She’d known him better than anyone at this party. She’d accepted his death and moved on, so why couldn’t everyone else do the same? Maybe her reluctance to have a party in his honor had been a bit selfish. Just because she didn’t need it didn’t mean others couldn’t use it for closure.


“There you are,” came a high-pitched voice as fingers wrapped themselves around Hannah’s upper arm.


Hannah turned to find Tori, blue eyes bright, blonde hair draping over her shoulders, tugging her toward the party room.


“I’m about to make a speech and thought you might want to say something about Carter,” Tori said in a cheerful tone.


Hannah tried to dig in her heels and protest as they approached the swinging doors, but she found herself blinded by the bright room and in the center of the party. Compared to the pub, the room was small with pale grayish-white walls. High-top tables with chairs were spaced along the edge of the walls. The doors that separated the party room from the game room, also attached to the pub, were open to make room for the crowd of at least thirty, most of them former classmates.


Tori cleared her throat and called for silence. “Hi everyone,” she began in her typical singsong tone. “Thank you so much for coming here tonight to honor and remember one of our dearest friends. Carter was a hero to so many of us, even before he upped his game and joined the Navy.”


Hannah lowered her gaze to the floor. Carter Elliot was liked by everyone in Rocky Creek. His father, Darren, was a successful and highly respected local builder, and his mother, Sylvia, was an arrogant woman who looked down on anyone who was below her class. In high school, Carter was captain of the football and baseball teams, and he was homecoming king. Every year, he was voted the most popular in his class. He’d always had a smile for his friends or admirers. He had been attractive in a movie-star kind of way, even first thing in the morning, and on occasion he would show a softer side of himself when sweet-talking the older women in the community or volunteering with Hannah at the food bank when they were in college.


It was obvious why he was a hero to so many.


After almost four years together, Hannah had seen the darker sides of him as well. When he was with his high school friends, he was often arrogant, selfish, and inconsiderate, characteristics he most definitely inherited from his mother. He could be subtly condescending, and his wit had been quick, if not always sharp, but cut just the same. Hannah would wager that most of this crowd didn’t know that side of him, and those who did didn’t care. He had never shown that side of himself to the general public, only to his closest friends, who were more than likely to join him in his haughtiness.


But there were good times too. Enough for her to say yes when he’d proposed to her. She had looked forward to becoming his wife, but then he unexpectedly joined the Navy without consulting her. Looking back, she wondered if he’d ever truly loved her. In the months before Carter died, she’d started to doubt if they would ever make it down the aisle.


Tori squeezed her arm, and Hannah shook her thoughts away. She hadn’t realized Tori had stopped talking.


“What?” Hannah’s gaze left Tori’s perfect small face and skimmed the room. All eyes were on her. Heat crept up her spine, and her cheeks flamed under the scrutiny.


“I asked if there was anything you’d like to add.” Tori’s smile made Hannah want to crawl under the nearest table. Tori was one of the prettiest women in Rocky Creek, Virginia, and Hannah had never felt attractive next to her. She ran a hand over her own blonde hair. They probably wouldn’t have been friends at all if it hadn’t been for Carter. She wasn’t really sure why they were still friends now that he was gone.


Hannah looked away. “No. You’ve said it all.” She winced. She had no idea what Tori had said. It was probably nothing like what Hannah had been thinking, but Hannah couldn’t really share her thoughts.


Tori’s smile softened, and pity filled her eyes as she tipped her head sideways. She turned to the crowd. “So, thank you for coming. Let’s mingle and share.”


“Share?” Hannah parroted.


“Memories,” Tori answered. She released Hannah’s arm and moved to stand in front of her. “I know this is hard on you, and you are holding up so well. But don’t you think it’s time to move on? I mean, you’re only twenty-four. You’re in the prime of your life. You should be having fun, exploring all your options. I’m more than happy to fix you up.”


Hannah blinked. “I noticed,” she said, her jaw surprisingly tight.


Tori blushed. “Well . . .” she stammered. “I just thought—”


“I know what you thought,” Hannah snapped. “But my love life is none of your business. And for the record, I’m not interested in dating any of Carter’s friends.”


Tori laughed lightly. “Honey, most of the single men in this town are Carter’s friends. Who do you plan on dating?”


Hannah fell back a step and scowled. “Again, that’s really none of your concern.”


Tori’s expression sobered. They stood motionless in a silent showdown until Tori was called away by someone on the other side of the room. Hannah turned on her heel and marched toward her empty table in the corner of the room. She wasn’t sure what infuriated her more: that Tori had put her on the spot, or that Tori assumed to know what was best for her.


Hannah had moved on from Carter. Almost immediately, in fact. She hadn’t dated anyone since Carter’s death, but as Tori had pointed out, most of the eligible bachelors in Rocky Creek had been friends with Carter.


“You look like you want to get out of here,” Phillip Mercer said. He was the most persistent and worst behaved of Tori’s directed suitors. His brown eyes were heavy lidded, and one corner of his mouth lifted in a way he clearly thought was sexy. He reached across the table and placed his hand on hers, giving it a gentle squeeze as he lifted it to his lips. “That was so wrong of Tori to put you on the spot like that. Everyone knows how much you hate the spotlight. I say we get out of here and find something else to do. Something a little more enjoyable.” His eyebrows lifted and fell a few times.


She yanked her hand away. “No thanks, Phillip. I’m still not interested in going out with you.” Phillip was always making moves on her, sometimes right in front of Carter. Of course, Carter never stood up for her or came to her defense and instead would laugh along, as if it were some kind of inside joke.


“I was suggesting we stay in,” he replied seductively. “Maybe a little horizontal tango, if you know what I mean.”


“An even less appealing idea,” she scoffed. Although she had to admit, his idea of getting out of here was tempting, and as he came around the table toward her, she grabbed her purse and bolted around the opposite side, through the swinging doors, and back into the main area of the pub.


Resisting the urge to run, she snaked around high tables as she moved toward the front door of the bar. She turned to wave to Jim and saw Phillip sauntering toward her with a smirk that made her skin crawl.


Crap. Where could she go? She could slip into the bathroom, but she couldn’t guarantee that Phillip wouldn’t be waiting for her. Tori had driven her here and she had no car. She pushed the heavy door open and slipped into the early September night, quietly praying Phillip had given up his pursuit.


As the door closed behind her, she heard him call her name, but she kept moving toward the parking lot. There were stores she could duck into. Across the parking lot was a grocery store and a fast-food place on the main street. Her stomach grumbled, and she suddenly had the urge for something cold and sweet.


“Hey, Hannah.”


She turned toward the friendly voice and smiled. “Quinn,” she said, surprised to see him. Her eyes skimmed his familiar features. His brown hair, darker than usual in the dim light, was parted on the left side of his crown and swept up to the right. His eyes were shadowed, but she could feel the steeliness of his blue gaze focused on her.


“Hannah, baby, wait!” Phillip called out behind her.


Shit.


Without thinking, she launched herself into Quinn’s arms and pressed her mouth to his.


Her heart raced the moment their lips collided. His strong arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her closer, even as he fell back a step. His lips softened as they moved against hers, encouraging and soothing. His breath was warm and sent a shiver down her spine.


What am I doing?


She quickly pulled away. “I’m . . . um . . .” she stammered in a small, shaky voice. “Is he gone?”


She’d never done anything so impulsive in her life. She liked having a plan. She liked order. She liked calm. This kiss was spontaneous, chaotic, and a little wild.


She liked it.


“Yeah, he’s gone,” Quinn said.


“Thank goodness.” She backed away and stumbled over her own feet. He gripped her elbows to steady her. Warmth filled her cheeks as her breath caught in her throat.


The look in his blue eyes had an edge of protectiveness to it. She’d known Quinn Taylor since they were five years old. They’d met in church and became friends, and they were on the same academic teams in middle school, but nothing had ever progressed beyond a casual friendship. Their paths diverged once they reached high school—he took an athletic route, while she stuck with academics—and they’d stopped talking altogether by the end of their senior year.


She focused on her breathing—in through her nose, out through her mouth—in hopes of getting her heart rate to slow down. She was clearly still caught up in whatever impulse had forced her to kiss him.


“What just happened?” he asked.


She giggled, not sure how to answer his question. “It’s called a kiss,” she teased, choosing to believe he was just as shocked as she was and not offended. “Has it been that long for you?”


His eyes narrowed as his lips twitched, then widened in a smile. “That’s not what I meant,” he said. “And no.”


She adjusted the thin strap of her purse and hooked her fingers around the leather.


“Why did you just kiss me?” He looked at the door of the pub. “Was it because of Phillip?” His gaze returned to her, and all humor drained from his face.


Her smile fell. “Yes,” she muttered, not really sure Phillip was the real reason. She’d have to figure that out later. “Sorry.”


He waved the apology away. “What did he do?”


“Nothing,” she said slowly. “He just didn’t want to take no for an answer.”


“Did he hurt you?” His tone was gruff.


She shook her head. “No, nothing like that. It’s more that Tori convinced him to ask me out, and he was aggressive in his attempts to get me to say yes.”


Quinn narrowed his eyes.


“Not physically. Just verbally.” Hannah tilted her head and laid a hand on his arm. “I’m fine, really.”


He held her wide-eyed stare for a few moments, then nodded. “Were you headed home?”


The corner of her lip quirked up.“No, I can’t.Tori drove me.”She laughed lightly. “I was heading over there to get some ice cream.” She pointed to the fast-food restaurant under the golden arches. “Want to come with me? I feel like I owe you a sundae.”


“For what?” he chuckled.


“For coming to my rescue, of course.”


Quinn smiled. “Hot fudge?”


Her grin widened. “Is there any other kind?”









Two


Hannah and Quinn sat in the back booth of the fast-food restaurant near the window with their sundaes. She couldn’t believe she was sitting across from Quinn Taylor, a person from her past. And she’d kissed him. What was I thinking? This evening was getting stranger by the second.


As she studied him, she realized how much time had changed him. His cheekbones were more prominent than she remembered, and his chiseled jaw was dabbled with stubble. His nose was slim and straight at the bridge, and his blue eyes were framed in long lashes. She’d forgotten how handsome he was and felt an overwhelming need to rebuild the friendship they once had.


She stuck her spoon in her dessert, lost in thought, trying to make sense of things.


“You look like you could use something a little stronger,” he said with a chuckle, his deep voice vibrating down her spine, causing her heart to flutter. Unlike the guys at the pub, she knew he was only teasing.


“Possibly, but this will have to do for now,” she said. He watched the spoon as she lifted it to her mouth. As she savored the cool, sweet cream on her tongue, his Adam’s apple bobbed once, and he quickly looked down. But not before she saw the desire in his dark blue eyes.


Maybe being with him right now was a mistake. Especially after that kiss. She still couldn’t think straight.


“How was the party?” he asked.


She took a deep breath. The last thing she wanted to talk about was this debacle of a night. Or the reason for it. She wanted to close the door on that part of her life, but every time she thought she had, something—or someone—reopened it.


“Surprising,” she answered with a shrug, and pushed the hot fudge around with her spoon.


“Surprising good?” he drawled. “Or surprising bad?”


She gave him half a smile. “Just surprising.” She spooned more ice cream into her mouth, then tried not to laugh at his curious expression. “I didn’t know about it until I got there.”


He frowned. “Tori didn’t tell you.”


Hannah shook her head. “Did you know about it?”


“I got my invitation a month ago,” Quinn said. “Sorry I was running late. I was hung up with a class project.”


Hannah tipped her head and studied him. He had a good job with Charlie Dodd’s renovation company, and she’d forgotten he had gone back to school to study architecture. She worked with his sister, Rachel, at the elementary school, who spoke of him often. “You’re graduating soon, aren’t you?”


“December.” He took a bite of his ice cream, then pointed at her with his spoon. “And you’re trying to change the subject.”


She stared at the white laminate tabletop and tried to find a pattern in the black specks. “I would never.” She glanced up at him.


He chuckled. “Why didn’t Tori tell you about the party?”


“Probably because I asked her not to throw it in the first place.”


“Of course. That’s how she is.” His eyes filled with pity, and she immediately regretted her answer. “Is it still hard . . . you know, with everything that happened?” he asked.


Dealing with Carter’s loss?


He didn’t say the words, but he may as well have. She knew what he was asking. In the past year, every time she’d seen someone in town for the first time in a while, they’d asked the same thing.


She nodded once.


She was sad when Carter died. Any loss of life was sad, but in hindsight, she’d never really felt grief over him. She’d mourned for their relationship when he’d left her and joined the Navy, but that truth felt far worse than letting Quinn think she was still mourning the death of her fiancé.


They sat in silence, each taking a few bites of their sundaes. She was swirling the dark and sticky fudge around the melted cream when he cleared his throat.


“You want to tell me what really happened?” Quinn’s tone was serious and commanding. She froze mid-swirl. His steely expression matched his tone, and she swallowed hard.


“It really was nothing,” she mumbled.


“Okay,” he said. “So, tell me about it.”


She pushed her cup away and folded her forearms on the table but remained silent.


His eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward. “Has Phillip been pursuing you for long?”


Hannah shook her head. “No. It’s nothing like that.”


“Would you like me to say something to him?”


She broke into a smile. “No, I don’t think it will be a problem after tonight.”


He opened his mouth, but she held up her hand to stop him. It was probably best if she explained what happened rather than allow him to continue with his misplaced chivalry.


“Tori put him up to it,” she confessed. “And Eric, and Adam, and Will.”


Quinn tipped his ear toward her, as if he hadn’t heard her. “What?”


“Tori encouraged all of Carter’s gang to ask me out,” Hannah explained. “Phillip was first. Then Adam, then Will, then Phillip again. Then Eric and Phillip one more time. Because he can’t resist, I guess.”


“He is persistent,” Quinn mumbled. “Are you sure she put them up to it?”


Hannah nodded.


“Why would she do that? Does she think you need help finding dates?” he asked.


“No.” A mischievous smile tugged at her lips as she held his stare. “She thinks I need to get laid.”


Quinn choked on his ice cream and covered his mouth with a napkin. She leaned back in the booth and laughed.


“Do you agree?” he sputtered as he set his napkin on the table, his eyes sparkling with amusement.


She tried to maintain her calm, neutral expression. “My love life is none of Tori’s business,” she said.


“That’s not an answer.” He grinned.


“That’s all the answer you’re getting.”


He laughed quietly. “Fair enough.”


Hannah covered her mouth to hide her laughter. Quinn was always easy to talk to, and his teasing was never meant to be cruel. Unlike Carter’s friends, who knew their target’s weaknesses and would exploit them when the mood struck. She’d always thought Carter was the same until she’d gotten to know him. In high school, he’d been just as obnoxious as the crew that had harassed her tonight. But when it was just the two of them in college, when he was away from his friends, he was a much better person. Most of the time, he was fun to be around.


“So, given that Tori is trying to fix you up, I guess she thinks you’ve mourned long enough?”


“She wouldn’t encourage me to date if she didn’t.”


He raised a skeptical eyebrow and she shrugged.


“You know how she is. She’s not happy unless she has a man on her arm, and she thinks everyone else feels the same.” Hannah inhaled deeply. “And since she’s never been in a long-term relationship, I guess she’s determined I’ve had long enough to get over it.” It was true, of course, but she wasn’t sure anyone needed to know that. Hannah wasn’t currently dating because there was no one who interested her, not because she was still grieving Carter’s death.


She put her napkin in her cup and slid to the end of the booth.


Quinn did the same. “Can I give you a ride home?”


Hannah smiled. “That would be nice. Thank you.”









Three


During the first song of the church service, Quinn slipped along the wall and slid into the pew to sit next to his sister, Rachel. He took out the hymnal and opened it to the song the congregation was singing.


Rachel leaned over. “How did the party go?” she asked just loud enough for him to hear over the music.


“I don’t know,” he replied out of the side of his mouth. He didn’t have to look to see his sister give him a confused look. He could feel her blue-eyed stare on the side of his face. “Something came up at the last minute,” he added.


Rachel moved closer to him. “He was one of your friends.”


“For a while.” Quinn hadn’t talked to Carter in years, but they’d been friends in high school, which was the only reason he’d received the invitation in the first place.


She looked back at the hymnal in her hands, leaving him to think in peace.


He hadn’t been able to get that kiss off his mind. He replayed his conversation with Hannah several times and found himself hung up on the questions she hadn’t really answered.


After the chorus, Rachel leaned over again, her light-brown hair brushing his shoulder. “You could have at least gone to the party for Hannah. She was your friend too.”


Hannah had always been more of a friend than Carter. In middle school, they’d competed on the school’s academic teams, the Odyssey of the Mind and the Quiz Bowl. Even though they went their separate ways in high school, he always appreciated their conversations.


Quinn’s friendship with Carter was complicated. The Elliots were rich and well-known in Rocky Creek. Quinn’s family was poor, and the kids would tease him for being nerdy and pudgy, and they made fun of his second-hand clothing.


In eighth grade, Carter’s grades had begun to slip, which jeopardized his positions on the baseball and football teams. Their math teacher, Mr. Waddy, had threatened to fail Carter if he didn’t get his grades up, so he’d assigned Quinn to tutor him. They met at Carter’s house three times a week for tutoring. Carter was nice enough, and he seemed eager to learn, if not a bit distracted. One day, they took a break from studying and went outside to throw around the football.


“Dude, you ever think about joining the team?” Carter had asked. “We could use someone big like you. All the heavy guys play defense. I’ll talk to Coach Taylor.”


A backhanded compliment, for sure. Quinn was on the heavier side and had some bulk, so he’d never thought about playing sports. But to his surprise, Quinn decided to venture out of his comfort zone and try out for the team. Carter may have helped get him on the football team, but Quinn’s skills landed him a position as a defensive tackle. It was enough to keep Carter’s friends from making fun of Quinn for his intellect and slight pudge.


Others saw Quinn and Carter’s relationship as a friendship, but Quinn knew the truth and simply didn’t correct them. Theirs was a more symbiotic relationship, as both of them got something out of it: Carter was able to keep his grades up with the private tutoring, and Quinn was able to hang out with Carter and his friends and be treated like one of the popular kids. That was when he and Hannah had drifted apart.


“I saw Hannah,” he said and felt his sister’s stare again.


“You said you didn’t make it to the party.”


“I didn’t. I saw her as she was leaving.”


Rachel’s eyes filled with pity. “Poor thing.”


After their conversation, Quinn wasn’t completely sure Hannah would appreciate the pity. He hadn’t missed the way she avoided his questions or the lack of emotion when he’d asked about Carter.


“She said she didn’t know about the party,” Quinn said. In his peripheral vision, he saw his sister’s eyes widen. “She had asked Tori not to throw it.”


“Figures.” The word was laced with disapproval.


As the pastor made announcements, Quinn looked around the sanctuary. His brother-in-law, Seth Bremner, sat with the choir at the front of the church. Seth’s gaze was fixed on their four-year-old daughter, Lily, who was sitting in the second pew on the other side of the church with Quinn and Rachel’s parents.


Hannah’s family sat on the same side as his parents, a few rows behind him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Hannah in church. Her father, mother, and sister still came to church every Sunday despite Mrs. Murphy’s current fight with breast cancer and her treatments. She always wore a different scarf wrapped around her head. Today’s scarf was pale yellow, not very different from the natural hair color she and her daughters shared. Hannah’s eyes were a pale honey brown, more like her father’s. She and her sister, Kailee, shared the same straight nose and full lips.


Music started for the next hymn, and he opened to the correct song in the hymnal.


“When was the last time Hannah came to church?” Quinn asked as soon as the congregation started singing.


Rachel shrugged. “Probably a year ago. Maybe more. Why?” “No reason,” he answered.


They sang a verse and the chorus before Rachel turned to face him. “Why are you asking so many questions about Hannah?”


“I’m just curious.”


Her eyes narrowed. “Why?”


He looked at the words on the page, trying to follow along with the song. “She seemed a little odd last night. I’m just trying to figure out why.”


“Mm-hmm,” Rachel said. “Probably upset about the party. She hates being the center of attention.”


“I’m sure Tori was the center of attention,” Quinn replied. If there was one thing he knew about Tori, it was how much she loved being the focus of any event.


Rachel rolled her eyes. “Sounds like Tori. Maybe it was the theme of the party that got Hannah down.”


Quinn wasn’t sure he’d say she was “down.” It was more of a cool indifference.


“Does she ever talk about Carter?” he whispered as the music came to an end.


The pastor called the children up to the front for their little story. Rachel grinned as she gazed at her daughter. That look on her face always made Quinn smile too.


Lily was sitting unusually still on the step next to the pastor, smiling at her grandparents then at her mother. A red headband kept her bright-blonde hair out of her face. Quinn and Rachel both had hair that color when they were younger. Rachel’s had darkened to a light brown, while his was more of a milk-chocolate color.


“What is she doing?” Rachel muttered under her breath.


Lily’s hand slowly reached out for the bow on the braid of the little girl in front of her. Rachel shook her head at her daughter. A smiling Lily mimicked her mother and eased her hand to her lap. The pastor finished his story, and the children were dismissed back to their parents before any real chaos erupted. With a group of about ten children between two and five years old, the pastor had learned to tell stories as quickly as possible.


Rachel growled softly, “She knows better.”


Quinn laughed silently as his mother handed his niece a lollipop as she slipped back into the pew with his parents. The laugh almost became audible when Lily looked directly at Rachel as she slid the lollipop into her mouth.


“I’m revoking her grandma privileges for a month.” Rachel sat back in the pew.


Quinn, still chuckling, watched Seth scowl at his mother-in-law. He was sure the day would come when his mother would be bribing his own child with candy to keep him or her quiet in church. But for now, he’d enjoy how his mother’s behavior tortured his sister.


“You know,” Rachel whispered. “I don’t think you’ve talked about a woman this much since Alexa.”


Quinn scowled. She knew better than to bring up that name. “I don’t know what you mean,” he hissed.


The corner of her mouth quirked up. “I’m just saying. Someone who doesn’t know you might think you were suddenly interested in Hannah Murphy.”


He leaned away and faced the front of the church. “Then I guess it’s a good thing you know me.”









Four


“You did what?” Dani Prescott-Johnson screeched as Hannah strolled past her, pitchfork in hand, into the next stall of the barn.


Hannah cringed at the question. She and Dani had been mucking horse stalls for the better part of an hour, talking about anything but the party the night before. As far as Hannah knew, Dani hadn’t been invited. No surprise, since Dani wasn’t Tori’s biggest fan. Hannah didn’t want to bring it up, but she couldn’t hold in her excitement any longer.


“I . . . kissed Quinn.”


The wheelbarrow appeared in the open doorway of the stall before Dani did, her grin wide and beaming. “Quinn?”


Hannah leaned against the upright pitchfork handle and tilted her head.


“Quinn Taylor?” Dani continued in an absurd tone. “Rachel’s brother? Quinn, the best looking, most well-rounded guy to come out of our graduating class?”


Hannah’s cheeks burned as she turned her back to Dani and began scooping straw and tossing it into the wheelbarrow. “I didn’t kiss him because of that,” she ground out. But it certainly didn’t hurt that he had brains, brawn, and looks.


“You needed a reason?” Dani walked into the stall with a pitchfork and followed Hannah’s lead.


“There’s always a reason,” Hannah said.


“So, what was yours?” The flecks of green in Dani’s gray eyes danced with an amusement Hannah didn’t like. She hated feeling like she was being laughed at, even if it was her best friend since middle school doing the laughing.


Hannah stuck the tines of her pitchfork into the dirt floor and hugged the handle.


Dani’s face sobered. “Don’t be mad. You can’t just drop a bombshell like that and not expect me to ask questions.”


“It was hardly a bombshell.”


Dani laughed as she tossed a pile of dirty straw into the wheelbarrow. “You haven’t so much as looked at a man in over a year, and you think a kiss isn’t a big deal?”


Hannah opened her mouth to argue but quickly closed it.


“It’s not a bad thing,” Dani said softly. “It’s been a year. You should feel free to move on.”


Hannah sighed. “I’m not afraid to move on. I welcome the chance.” She scooped up the straw with her pitchfork. “It’s just . . . I may have used Quinn last night.” She still didn’t know what had come over her. It was as if there was a magnetic force pulling her toward Quinn, and she’d been powerless over her actions. Never in her life had she done anything remotely spontaneous like that.


Dani went back to work as well. “So, why did you kiss him?”


“To get away from Phillip,” Hannah said quickly, convincing herself that Philip was the reason for her actions.


“Phillip Mercer?” Dani’s upper lip curled. “Where were you that you were running from Phillip and into Quinn’s arms?”


“Don’t be so dramatic,” Hannah muttered. “I was at the pub.”


“Why were you at the pub?”


Hannah had made it clear many times that while she didn’t mind an occasional dinner at Finnigan’s, she didn’t really enjoy going by herself. It was one of Carter’s favorite hangouts, and he had dragged her there almost every night when he was home between trainings.


“A party,” Hannah answered quickly.


“And I wasn’t invited?” Dani’s tone was lighthearted and teasing.


“I didn’t know about it until we got there.” Hannah scrunched her face, waiting for the reaction.


All humor was gone from Dani’s face, and her expression had become that of the stern schoolteacher she was during the week. “Tori?” Her tone was as cold as her steely eyes.


Hannah nodded. Dani returned to the task at hand in silence, and Hannah followed her lead. They finished the stall, and Hannah moved to the final stall as Dani pushed the wheelbarrow out of the barn to dump it. Hannah paused for a moment to watch the horses graze in the field where she and Dani had herded them earlier this morning. She’d been helping Dani on her horse farm for the last few months. Dani’s husband, Chas, had just shown up at her barn one day and asked for a divorce. Six months prior to the proclamation, she’d suffered a miscarriage and was desperate for another pregnancy. She’d thought she and Chas were on the same page and was blindsided by the separation.


A mild breeze blew through the open upper half of the barn’s wall, and Hannah closed her eyes to soak it in. It was much more refreshing than the hot, humid breezes of summer, and it whispered of the coming fall and cooler temperatures.


A squeaky wheel pulled her out of her reverie. Dani’s expression had softened, almost back to normal, and her eyes had lost some of their hardness. “Why did Tori throw you a surprise party?”


Hannah stabbed the pitchfork into the ground between her spread feet. She placed her hands on the handle and rested her chin on top of them. “It wasn’t for me. It was for Carter.”


“Whoa,” Dani said as her brow creased.


“It’s the one-year anniversary,” Hannah said somberly. “And it was a surprise. I had asked her not to throw a party in his memory.”


Dani’s face darkened. “And she didn’t listen. Surprise, surprise.”


“You’re not being fair.” Hannah moved to the outer wall. The breeze ruffled the hair on the back of her head.


“You’re not being realistic. Tori threw that party for one reason and one reason only: so she could take the credit for it and get all the attention,” Dani hissed.


“Dani.” Hannah shook her head. “In most cases, I would agree. And yes, she did this against my wishes—”


“You were his fiancée, Hannah. Not her. If you didn’t want the memorial, then it never should have happened.” Dani folded her arms across her chest.


“Maybe she needed it for closure,” Hannah argued. It did seem like a logical argument.


Dani rolled her eyes. “I seriously doubt she’s thought of him that much in the last year. She only thinks of herself, and she only does things to make herself look good.”


Hannah lowered her gaze to the straw-covered ground. Most of the women their age in Rocky Creek who had gone to their high school disliked Tori. Aside from her promiscuity, she’d been a notorious flirt since they were teenagers and had been a distraction for half of the male population in their high school. Dani, however, had the most legitimate reason to hate Tori. She’d caught her soon-to-be-ex-husband, Chas, with Tori at the pub on the same night he’d asked for a divorce. Dani had been overly critical of Tori ever since.


Hannah knew otherwise. Despite her inclination to flirt, and despite what others thought of her, Tori hated infidelity. Hannah had seen Tori suddenly stop flirting with a man as soon as he flashed a wedding ring or mentioned a wife. When Dani had seen Tori and Chas at the pub, Tori had been under the impression that the couple was already separated. Tori cried to Hannah for hours about how sorry she was to have hurt Dani so badly. As often as Hannah tried, she couldn’t convince Dani to hear her out.


“Why didn’t you want the party?”


“I’m tired of the pity.” Hannah sighed. For the past year, she felt as if she’d been handled with kid gloves. Everyone she spoke to on the street, at her father’s store, and at the school always had the same sympathetic look in their eyes when they asked how she was. She was tired of it.


Even worse . . . she didn’t deserve it.


By the time Carter had died, she no longer wanted to marry him.


“You could just be honest with people,” Dani stated, and not for the first time. “Just tell them the truth.”


Hannah raised an eyebrow. “What truth would that be?”


“As much of it as you need to tell them.” Dani shrugged. “Until they leave you alone.”


Hannah rejected the idea. Nothing good would come from her being honest.


“You’re too nice, Hannah.” Dani’s voice was stern but sympathetic.


“What happens if I tell people I didn’t mourn him the way everyone else did? What happens if I tell people I was sorry he was gone but I don’t really miss him? Everyone in town holds him in such high regard, and they’ll all think I’m a horrible person.”


“Then tell them the truth about your relationship.” Dani looked out into the field where the horses played. “Tell them how he joined the Navy to get out of marrying you. How he continued to find ways to stay away because he would rather string you along than break up.”


Hannah cringed. “That makes me sound weak.”


“You were,” Dani responded softly. “But so was I.”


“You were in love with your husband,” Hannah said. She could say the same for her and Carter, but she was no longer in love with him by the time he died.


She had missed him at first, the fun they’d had together when it was just the two of them. He could be fairly sweet when he wanted to be. Even though they’d gone to the senior prom together, they didn’t start dating until college. She’d gone away to college, about two hours away from home, and was incredibly homesick. She’d bumped into him on campus in the spring of her freshman year and was so happy to see a familiar face.


Carter became her anchor to Rocky Creek, and they’d bonded over their hometown connection. He began joining her in the things she did, from her volunteer work to her book clubs or study groups, and he made them all more enjoyable. While still handsome and charming, he wasn’t the big shot on campus like he was in high school, and somehow they fell for each other and started dating their sophomore year. Before Carter came along, she had spent most of her free time in her dorm. Being an extrovert, he often encouraged her to stretch her comfort zone, and would take her to off-campus parties with people she didn’t know. Even though she stayed on the edge of the crowd, she wouldn’t have been there at all if it hadn’t been for him. Beyond the parties, he had exposed her to experiences she knew she never would have had without him in her life.


For two years, things were going well in their relationship. Hannah had brought out a softer side of his personality, and he always made her laugh. In their senior year of college, Carter had proposed, and they made plans to move back to Rocky Creek. But then he’d joined the Navy without discussing it with her first. She’d gone along with his plan, as she usually did. When they graduated and moved back to Rocky Creek, as they’d discussed, she was happy to be home and near her family.


When Carter left for basic training, she was angry and hurt. When he came home from basic training and told her he was going to Officer Candidate School, she let go of the anger and focused on her actual feelings, only to discover there wasn’t much left. Something in her began to change, and she’d chalked it up to his absence. After he’d flunked the first round of OCS and announced he was going to try OCS again—another decision he didn’t consult her on—she’d given up on their marriage plans altogether. In his absence, she realized that she preferred living without him. She never had the chance to tell him that she no longer wanted to be his wife.


As a result, the entire community viewed her as a grieving widow and treated her accordingly.


“It would tarnish his reputation if I told people he deserted me,” Hannah said.


“He’s dead. It won’t hurt him,” Dani replied bluntly.


Hannah decided to ignore the comment. The only thing that bothered her more than ruining her reputation was ruining his. At least she could defend herself.


“And if I tell people how I really feel, they’ll look down on me.”


“That’s on them, not you,” Dani said.


“Maybe,” Hannah said. “But I have to live with that. And I have to teach their children. How can I do that successfully if the parents don’t respect me?”


“Is it better to live with their pity?” Dani asked.


“It’s better than their condescension.”


Dani faced the window to look outside again, her long, jet-black hair brushing her shoulders. Hannah directed her gaze to the horses as well.


Dani and Hannah had been best friends since the sixth grade. Dani always loved horses and the outdoors, while Hannah tended to hang out at her father’s convenience store and pursue academic interests. They approached things differently. Hannah was cautious and always aware of what others might think. She was more concerned with the well-being of those around her than with her own happiness. Dani was more carefree and easily lived in the moment, and while she did care about those around her, she was less concerned with their opinions of her.


Even though their colleges were in completely different parts of Virginia, they both loved Rocky Creek, and they taught at the same elementary school. Hannah appreciated the way Dani was honest with her without being critical. She also knew Dani would be there for her, no matter what.


“I’m willing to bet Tori had something to do with Phillip chasing you too,” Dani said.


The corner of Hannah’s lip quirked up. “What makes you say that?”


“Because the only thing that interests her more than herself is sex.” Dani had a glint of mischief in her gray-green eyes.


Hannah tried not to laugh.


“And I’ve never met anyone more concerned with other people’s love lives than Tori,” Dani added, and they both laughed.


“Sadly, you’d win that bet,” Hannah said, still chuckling. “And Phillip wasn’t the only one.”


Dani’s eyes rounded. “No,” she breathed. “Who else?”


Hannah listed the other guys who had asked her out.


“Almost all of Carter’s friends,” Dani murmured. “Except Quinn?”


“He wasn’t at the party. He was coming in as I was going out.” Hannah grabbed her pitchfork and began scooping straw again. She focused on her work to hide the questions in her eyes.


“Did you enjoy the kiss?” Dani asked once the stall was clean.


The heat in Hannah’s cheeks flared again. “Dani!”


“What?” Her eyes were dancing. “It’s an honest question.”


“Not one that deserves an answer,” Hannah hissed. “Besides, I told you that I feel like I used him.”


“There are worse ways to use a man.” Dani tipped her head back and laughed. “I’m sure he’s not complaining.”


“That’s not the point,” Hannah replied with a sigh.


“Then what is the point?” Dani asked. “From what little you’ve said, I get the impression that Tori was trying to set you up last night, and I have a feeling it wasn’t for a date.”


Hannah mumbled an acknowledgment of her accurate assessment.


“Your need for a good time with a man is probably the only thing I agree with Tori on.” Dani shook her head as if to shake the stigma of that statement away. “And in spite of her best effort, you managed to find one of the few good men left in this dinky little community and made a move yourself.”


“No,” Hannah snapped. “That’s not why I did it. I was only trying to shake Phillip, who seemed determined to make me go out with him.”


Dani grinned. “Regardless of why you did it, my question was if you enjoyed it.”


Hannah pulled her lower lip between her teeth, trying to hide her smile.


“I’ll take that as a yes.” Dani laughed. “So the next question is, will you do it again?”


Hannah shrugged. She certainly hoped so.









Five


Charlie Dodd’s contracting office was on the corner of the town’s two main streets. Neither street was ever really busy. Most of the traffic usually came in the form of the town’s annual Christmas parade, but that was three and a half months away. Today was quiet as usual.


Quinn paused with his hand on the door and turned his face to the warm sun, which peeked out from behind the courthouse across the street. Adjusting the strap on his satchel, he pushed in the glass door and stepped into the empty foyer of the office. To his right was a small arrangement of chairs with a glass-topped coffee table littered with magazines you might find at a hardware store. To his left was a large corner desk with one side against the wall and the other extended into the room.


When he first started working for Charlie a little more than a year ago, the desk was always piled high with papers that covered nearly the entire surface. The only thing that had been visible at the time was the computer screen that sat on the desk in the corner against the wall. Almost as soon as Kerri Dodd, Charlie’s sister, started working as his office manager, the mess had disappeared. She now kept neat stacks in an organizer on the open side of the desk. The rest of the piles resided in a filing cabinet she’d made her brother buy.


Kerri came down the hallway, her long black hair swinging in a high ponytail, and gave him a wide smile.


“Good morning, Quinn,” she said as she sat at the desk. “How was your weekend?”


Surprising. “Not bad,” he answered. “Yours?”


“Busy,” she answered happily. “Wedding stuff. I can’t wait to just be done with it.”
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