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This book is dedicated to the town and residents of York, Maine. Growing up in such a beautiful backdrop has given me a wealth of cherished memories. Scallop Shores is my way of remaining a part of my hometown. I hope I have done it justice.
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Chapter 1

“I’ll tell ya what’s worse than them stupid geese dressed up in people clothes—” Old Man Feeney jabbed a gnarled finger in the air, waggling it around for effect. “Those plywood cutouts Margie Nixon stuck in her yard of the ladies bent over showing off their bloomers. Downright scandalous!”

Gritting her teeth and glancing around the bakery, Cady did a quick inventory to make sure her customers didn’t need an immediate refill of their coffee. She reached under the counter and withdrew an empty jar, setting it on the Formica with a thunk. That garnered a couple of bored looks from several of her elderly customers but they quickly went back to their discussion.

She rummaged through a basket under the cash register and came up with a marker and some Scotch tape. Smiling, she neatly wrote: Cady’s NY Dream Fund. Taping the label to the jar, she slid the container toward her regulars sitting at the counter. “There you go, boys. Tip jar. Fill ’er up.” She winked at Old Man Feeney.

“Ayuh. Good luck with that, Little Miss Fancy-Britches. I think all your tippers are already in New York City.” Feeney and his cronies chortled.

Cady blew out a sigh and rolled her eyes. They were probably right. The people of Scallop Shores were stuck in their ways. They were stubborn. They didn’t like change. They didn’t do fancy. They cringed at exciting.

She’d been trying to get the morning regulars at Logan’s Bakery to try something besides regular drip coffee for almost a year. Mr. Logan had refused to approve the expense of a new espresso machine so she’d gone out and bought one with her own money. Needless to say, it had not been the wisest investment.

Earl Duffy tossed back the last of his caffeine and held the ceramic mug out for more. Like an assembly line, empty coffee mugs were pushed out toward her side of the counter. Dutifully, Cady filled them all and then headed for the display case of pastries. They’d be asking for their second helping of morning sugar now.

“Cady, be a doll and get me another bear claw?”

“I could do with another cheese Danish while you’re at it.”

Down the line she went, refilling coffee and topping off bellies. It was the same thing every day. Nothing ever changed in this town. So dull. So predictable. Crouching, Cady opened a new box of sweetener packets so she could refill the containers on the counter. The tinkling of the bell over the door signaled a new customer. Deciding to have a little fun with her theory that the town was indeed predictable, Cady called out from her spot on the floor to the woman who came in at this time every morning.

“Good morning, Gladys. Be right with you. How’s that hip this morning? I made your favorite today, raisin bran muffins.”

The long pause was enough to wipe the smug smile from her face. The snickers from the old men lining the counter had her cringing. Then the deliciously deep voice that told her “I love raisin bran muffins” made Cady want to sink beneath the surface of the old cracked linoleum. Her cheeks hot with embarrassment, she rose on shaky legs and faced her unexpected customer.

“I’m so sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

“Clearly.”

Once she got a good look at the source of her mortification, she decided it had been well worth it. This man had city written all over him. In a room full of flannel and denim, his gray slacks, wool blazer, and perfectly crisp white shirt were a welcome sight. His neatly clipped dark hair and baby-smooth cheeks were a direct contrast to all the buzzards turned to him, their own visages long due for a trim and a shave.

“What can I get you?” Cady asked breathlessly.

“I’d like a soy latte—and one of those raisin bran muffins.” He winked. Her heart skipped a beat.

“Look at that, would ya, boys? Someone who’s willing to try one of my fancy coffee drinks.” Cady smirked at the men who made no effort to hide their curious stares.

“Enjoy it while you can. Who knows when you’ll make another?” said one of the regulars.

“Actually,” the stranger interrupted, “if it’s good, I’ll order one every day.” He spoke to the men at the counter but kept his eyes on Cady. Mesmerizing green eyes.

Shaking her head to get herself back on task, Cady rushed to fill his order. Her fingers lightly caressed the espresso machine as she poured, packed, and pushed buttons. Working this fancy coffeemaker, inhaling the heady scent of the beans, and listening to the loud whirs and chuffs as it transformed raw ingredients into a delicious hot treat made her happier than she thought possible. Would it kill the rest of the town to give something different a try? Just once in a while?

Her hand trembled slightly as she set the paper cup on the counter. She shook open a tiny paper bag, snagged a muffin out of the case with a pair of plastic tongs, and slipped it into the bag. Folding the top over, she handed it to the gentleman. He reached out, covering Cady’s fingers with his own. Truth be told, she’d been expecting the touch, but not the jolt that traveled all the way up to tickle her behind the ears. He held her gaze even after he released her hand. Flustered, she broke eye contact.

“Cady’s NY Dream Fund,” he read aloud, gesturing toward the pathetically empty tip jar.

She nodded, irritated with the way her body was reacting as she felt her cheeks signaling a second blush-fest. Stop acting like a ninny. He’s just a man. A gorgeous man who looked like he’d just stepped from the pages of a fashion magazine—or straight out of her fantasies.

Cady’s eyes widened as he stuffed the change she’d handed him into the tip jar. He’d just bought a twenty-dollar muffin and latte! A smile crinkling the corners of his eyes, he gave her another wink and turned to go.

“Gentlemen.” He called the farewell over his shoulder, the bell tinkling overhead once more.

“Them tourists sure are getting here earlier and earlier every year.” Old Man Feeney slowly shook his head.

“No.” Cady narrowed her eyes and tapped her finger to her lips, her gaze focused outside on the man stepping into his fancy foreign car. “This one’s not a tourist. I’m not sure what his story is, but I’ll find out.”

• • •

The computerized voice belonging to his GPS chirped that he had arrived at his destination. Burke frowned. He wasn’t a “roughing it” kind of guy. Yeah, he wrote for one of the country’s leading travel magazines, but he left the sleeping-on-the-ground, no-indoor-plumbing assignments to the more adventurous writers. Give him a five-star hotel any day.

He’d been picturing a cheerfully painted little bungalow. A cute white picket fence surrounding the property. Bright contrasting shutters at the windows and immaculate landscaping. And a shoreline. Or the hint of a shoreline. Where the hell was the Atlantic Ocean?

Slumping down in his seat, Burke made no attempt to leave the comfort of his Lexus GS. He took a sip of the latte cooling in the console. So far it was the only thing the small town of Scallop Shores had working in its favor—a decent soy latte. Okay, that wasn’t fair. His mind wandered to the perky townie behind the counter.

It was hard to judge her age, given that her honey-blond hair had been pulled up in a high ponytail. She wore no makeup, which had made her rosy pink blushes even more evident. A slow smile spread across Burke’s face. He’d enjoyed putting that blush on her cheeks. The barista, bakery worker, whatever her title, was nothing like the women who normally caught his eye. But he doubted he was going to find sophisticated, polished women who spent hours at the salon in Scallop Shores. So, when in Rome—

Snatching up the white paper bag from Logan’s, Burke pushed open the door and unfurled himself from the car. A sickening squelch had him squeezing his eyes shut and muttering a few curses. Not a paved driveway, or even a gravel one. No, his cottage-by-the-sea came with a mud driveway. Charming. Well, he could kiss his leather loafers goodbye.

The magazine was putting him up for the summer. Financially speaking, it wasn’t cost effective for him to stay in a fancy hotel for months on end. If there were even such a thing as a fancy hotel in Scallop Shores. He said he’d make do with one of the numerous B&Bs. His editor told him he’d take the cottage and be grateful. Oh, the glamorous life of a travel writer.

Leaving his bags in the trunk for the time being, Burke stepped away from the Lexus and turned in a slow circle. Taking a deep breath, he filled his lungs with clean, fresh air. Pine mixed with the salty tang of the sea. It seemed an odd combination but it worked. It was so quiet out here. Surely that would change, once tourist season was in full swing. But for now, if he listened closely, he could almost hear the trees whispering for him to slow down, take it easy. He shook his head, wondering where this fancifulness came from.

He’d come to Scallop Shores as a favor to his editor. His assignments normally focused on the more metropolitan areas of the world. Meredith had promised he could go anywhere his heart desired if he’d spend tourist season in this little dot on the map she’d discovered a few years back, and had finally convinced the magazine to do a series on. Much as he adored the woman, he’d been fully prepared to hate the town.

There was one street light that he’d counted. Not a single Starbucks, Barnes & Noble, McDonalds, or any other sign of civilization. He knew that going in, having read that the town was zoned as a historical landmark and would not allow any chains to build inside city limits. The reality of it was no less of a shock to his system. If it were possible to go into withdrawal over these modern conveniences, Burke was sure he was experiencing it.

Fumbling for the key that he’d picked up from the realtor in the town-proper, he headed for the weathered front door. He paused to scrape the mud from his shoes before entering the cottage. He’d been expecting a musty, closed-in smell, so he was pleasantly relieved to see the windows cracked open and crisp curtains rippling in the slight breeze. He detected a whiff of lemon—furniture polish, perhaps.

The front door opened directly into the kitchen with a hallway to the right that led to the rest of the house. Burke’s tour was over quickly, as there were only three other rooms to explore. The living room was on the other side of the hall. A quick glance out the large bay window revealed tall pines obscuring his view of his neighbor. He shrugged. This was probably a good thing.

One bedroom and a small bathroom were at the back of the cottage. Burke peered into the bedroom, ready to find fault with the tiny room. He arched a brow, nodding his approval at the sight awaiting him from this vantage point. Now, there was the ocean. Sure, it was farther away than he would have liked, but he imagined sunrises and sunsets were spectacular. There was no writing desk in the bedroom and he began to mentally calculate whether or not the beat-up table in the kitchen would fit down the hall and through the narrow doorway. This was where he wanted to write.

And as it did, more often than not of late, thinking of writing brought that niggling sensation of dissatisfaction. Burke wanted to write. He loved putting his thoughts on paper. But travel writing? Working for the magazine? It wasn’t his passion. He wanted to write novels.

Not just any old novels, but horror novels. Grinning at the irony, Burke wondered if Maine was big enough for two horror authors. Hopefully his schedule would allow for a weekend sojourn to Bangor to visit the home of master storyteller Stephen King. The man was a legend. Burke would make the time.

Sparing one more glance at the inspirational view of the Atlantic, Burke headed back outside to get his things. It wasn’t the Ritz-Carlton, but this was his home for the next few months. Recalling that at least one writer on the magazine’s payroll would be sleeping on the cold, hard ground tonight put his own situation in perspective. Provided he could get a latte every morning, and a little time with Blondie Ponytail, it might not be so bad.


Chapter 2

“There’s no way your piece of junk is going to pass inspection,” Chase called from under the hood of Cady’s ancient Honda Civic.

“Oh, it’s going to pass. It has to pass. That’s my only transportation.”

Cady bit her lip and frowned at the expression on her brother’s face when he finally reemerged. He was giving it to her straight. If Chase couldn’t fix it, she was done for. She’d always been lucky enough that her father or brother was around to fix minor car needs. The less she had to fork out on car expenses, the more she could squirrel away for New York.

“My diagnosis? Junk it. Get a used car. You must have enough in savings by now to buy one outright.”

“You know damned well that I can’t touch that savings. It’s my ticket out of here.” Cady switched strategies, batting her lashes and favoring her big brother with a pleading smile. “Unless, you could help it pass inspection?”

“Whoa! I’m going to pretend you didn’t just suggest that. You know it’s a criminal offense to bribe an officer of the law?”

“Hey, I wasn’t bribing you. That would involve money. And we’ve already established that I intend to hang on to every penny.” She tried for a humbling tone. “I’m just saying it would be awfully nice of you to help out your baby sister in her time of need.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so? I’d be happy to take you down to the lot and help you pick out a dependable used car. I’ll wear my uniform. No one will dare give you the runaround.”

“Oh, you ...” Cady glared at her brother and stormed off before she said something she’d regret or hurt him—or both.

Her family was kind. She knew without a doubt that they loved her, could see it in everything they said and did. They were indulgent of her plan to move to the city. They knew it was something she’d wanted for a long time. But they didn’t actually believe it would happen. Perhaps they didn’t want it to happen. She chose to think it was because they loved her so much that they didn’t want to lose her. So she was used to chasing this dream on her own.

Still, a little support now and then would go a long way. All she needed was a working car for a few more months, just something to get her around while she saved up a little more cash. She was so close. Then once she got to the city she could sell it. She wouldn’t need a car there. But Chase wouldn’t help her out. And by not helping, he was holding her back.

Cady barreled angrily through the door, stomping into the kitchen. Her expression softened when she spied Amanda, her best friend and now sister-in-law, seated at the table, a laundry basket in front of her. The very pregnant young woman was folding baby clothes. The little wisps of fabric were so tiny, so precious. Cady’s sigh was weary as she slumped into a chair across from Amanda. She plucked a miniscule sock from the basket and held it in the palm of her hand.

“Bad news about the car?”

“Bad news about my life.” She slid the sock across to Amanda, who held its twin. “You realize this ruins everything. I need every penny I have in savings. I can’t afford a new car—not now, when I’m so close.”

“It’s just a setback, sweetie. You’ll do this.”

“Yeah, well if your husband could just pull some strings ...”

Amanda laughed outright at this.

“You two are so alike. When Chase is angry or annoyed with you, it’s always ‘your best friend’, never ‘my sister.’” She fixed Cady with a sobering look. “You know you can’t ask him to use his position like that. He takes his job on the force very seriously.”

“Tell me about it. Do you remember when he was just a summer rent-a-cop and he slapped us with citations for jaywalking? I tried to get Mom to talk him out of it, but she insisted he was just doing his job. She always took his side.” Cady knew she sounded petulant but she didn’t care.

“It hurts him, you know ... that you want to leave town so badly. He takes it a little personally.” Amanda pushed the laundry basket aside and leaned closer to her childhood pal.

“Would it be so awful to stay in Scallop Shores? What are you looking for that you can’t find here?” She covered Cady’s hand with her own. “We used to talk about living next door to each other, raising our kids together.” As one they turned to focus their gazes on Amanda’s swollen belly.

“I’ve explained this before, Amanda. What I need ... it just isn’t here. I want to have adventures. I want to experience culture. I want to live!” She squeezed her shoulder blades together and tried again.

“It’s not like I’m going to fall off the map. I’ll be back for holidays, birthdays—any time you need me. I’m just a few hours away. Call me and I’ll come home.”

Cady stood up, rounding the table to kneel in front of Amanda. She wrapped her friend in a warm hug, then sat back on her haunches, a sad smile on her face.

“I know it’s hard for you to understand. You’ve always loved it here. It’s enough for you. I get that. Try to put yourself in my shoes for just a moment. There is so much world out there that we’ll never experience just living our lives in Scallop Shores.” She stood up and began to pace.

“No one ever does anything exciting or out of the ordinary here. Everyone has routines. Lives are patterned after the generation before, and the one before that. That’s great for some people, but not for me.”

“But if you fell in love? That could change your outlook, right?” Hope shined in Amanda’s eyes.

“You were lucky. You’ve got a good guy there. I know he drives me up the wall sometimes, but Chase is a really decent person. You’ll be very happy here. I want that for you. It makes me happy.”

Cady had been circling the kitchen island. Now she hopped onto the countertop, drawing her legs beneath her.

“At this point in my life, it’s too hard to imagine falling for a man who I’d give up everything to be with. No way. I need to get out of Scallop Shores, see what I’m missing. There is so much I want to experience before I even think about settling down.”

“Promise me you won’t get so caught up in your new life that you forget us?”

“Bite your tongue, sister dear. That would never happen.”

• • •

A twangy guitar riff coming from her ear buds muted the screeching of the seagulls and the crash of the surf to her right. Cady’s sneakers pounded the packed surface of the beach as she felt the slow burn building in her muscles. At nearly six o’clock in the morning, she had this stretch of sand to herself. She did her best thinking out here.

She’d miss her morning runs along the beach. Regret tried to worm its way past the euphoria of her runner’s high and Cady banished it by pushing her body to new limits. She would be sore later, but it would be worth it.

The short drive to the shore had only reinforced what Chase had told her the day before. Lucille, the old Civic she’d bought the summer she’d graduated high school, was dying. Cranking the car stereo up to mask its worrisome noises was not going to make them go away. She was putting off the inevitable, and it was to her own benefit to look for a replacement now, while she had the chance to negotiate for a lower asking price. Used-car salesmen could smell desperation on a person and that could take even more of her precious savings away.

She needed money. That tip jar at the bakery wasn’t going to bring in the kind of cash that would help her move to the city. No, she needed a second job. Tourist season was just gearing up and there would be no shortage of jobs around the beach areas. The waterfront hotels would be looking for chambermaids, restaurants needed dishwashers and wait staff, and all the little souvenir shops would hire on cashiers.

This was her last summer in Scallop Shores. Surely she could come up with something more exciting than cleaning out hotel rooms, waiting tables, or putting out the latest stock of T-shirts with the state of Maine or a cartoon lobster printed on them. Think, Cady, think. What could she do to earn the extra money she’d need to get settled in the city?

Her feet slapped rhythmically as she quickly covered the one and a half miles of waterfront that made up Long Beach. She briefly considered taking her run up to the lighthouse, but she knew she wouldn’t make it back to open Logan’s in time.

Thank goodness she lived right above the bakery. The cranberry scones she made before her run would be cool enough to carry downstairs after a quick shower. It always amused her that at seven o’clock on the dot, Cady would find a cluster of regulars with their noses pressed to the glass door. If she were even a minute late, she’d hear about it.

Nearing the end of the beach, she pivoted on a heel and began to head the other way, back toward her car. A tiny figure in the distance showed her she no longer had the shoreline to herself. Concentrating on the summer cottages that dotted the opposite side of the road, she forgot the person until he was nearly on top of her.

It was City Guy! And damned if he didn’t look just as good in old sweats and a Yankees tee as he did in the fancy duds she’d seen him in before. Maybe better. He slowed his pace as he approached her, stretching his arms over his head and pulling the fabric of his shirt tight across his well-toned pecs. Yeah, definitely better.

“Wearing a Yankees tee in Red Sox country could be dangerous to your health. You ought to be more careful.” Cady trotted to a stop, drawing her knees up to her chest a few times to stretch them out.

“Yeah? Who’s gonna jump me? You?” His challenge thrown down, he grinned like the devil.

Cady smirked as she pulled the ear buds from her ears and continued to walk to her car. Not bad.

“Yankees tee, metrosexual … everything else. You’re from New York, I take it? What brings you to Scallop Shores ...” She waited for him to supply his name as he raced to catch up with her.

“Burke. I’m Burke Sanders. I guess you could say I’m here to give your town its fifteen minutes of fame. Or try to make a smaller tourist destination a bigger deal. Anyway, I write for a travel magazine. And yeah, I’m from the Big Apple—born and raised.”

The thrill that passed through her upon learning he was indeed from the city, she’d explore later. But for now a giggle bubbled up too quickly to be stopped and Cady let out a chortle. She gestured toward a large, flat boulder near her car and made her way over the smaller loose stones to get to it. This one she had to sit down for.

“You lose a bet?”

“Excuse me?”

“Someone else get the cushier assignment? Are you being punished? What did you do to get saddled with Scallop Shores?” She sat down, drawing her legs up and patting the rock to invite Burke to sit beside her.

“I didn’t do anything wrong. I just ... wow.” He shook his head. “You want out of Dodge in a bad way. I’m thinking yours is the better story here.” He took a long sip from a plastic water bottle and then held it out.

The idea of drinking from his bottle suddenly seemed wildly intimate, wholly inappropriate. Her mouth got drier at the thought and she grabbed for the container before she lost her nerve. The spout was still warm from the touch of his lips. She couldn’t resist darting her tongue out to search for just a little taste of him.

“My name is Cady Eaton. My family stepped off the Mayflower and kept wandering until they made it to Scallop Shores. And that is where they have stayed ... ever since.” She returned the water to Burke and focused her attention on the waves rolling toward them.

“So you’ll be the first Eaton to leave town for the big city?”

“No, actually. My great-aunt Cadence spent a summer there once. I’ve grown up on her stories of nannying for a rich family in Central Park West.”

“So why didn’t she stay?” He cocked his head toward her.

“I’ve been wondering the same thing. From what I understand, she left the love of her life to come back here.”

“Because she loved her family more?”

“Because that was what was expected of her.” Cady knew he was watching her, but she stared at the horizon, her jaw set.

They passed the next few moments in silence. The less said, the better. She couldn’t believe she’d gone and blurted out family business to a complete stranger. He must think she was a real nutcase. Risking a quick glance, she chanced a sidelong look from beneath her lashes. Burke was studying the rolling surf.

“Yours is a unique angle,” he finally spoke.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m sorry, it’s just that I need to research the town, but the whole tourist trade thing has been done so many times before.” He turned to Cady, his steady emerald gaze rooting her to the spot.

“You’ve lived here all your life and you can’t wait to see it in your rearview mirror. How would you sell Scallop Shores? What will you miss most when you’re gone? What memories of this town will haunt you the most?”

Cady blinked. She had an idea. She clapped her hands and barely kept from squealing in her excitement.

“You should hire me!”

“I beg your pardon? I’m a travel writer. It’s a one person job.”

“I’ll be your research assistant, your tour guide. I can give you all sorts of unique angles.” She nearly shuddered at the heat that shot out at her from Burke’s intense gaze. Whoa, poor choice of words. “I can even type up your notes, take pictures, whatever you need.”

“I don’t think it’s in the budget to hire on an assistant, much as I would enjoy it.” His grin was wolfish.

“Please. I need the money. You saw that pathetic tip jar. And my car is about to give up the ghost. I’m never going to get to New York unless I find another source of income.”

She knew she was begging but she no longer cared. Burke was her ticket out of Scallop Shores and she would convince him that he needed her as much as she needed him.

“So then we’d have a working relationship?” He sounded disappointed.

“For now ...” Cady shocked herself with that coquettish response.

“I’m probably going to regret this, but what the hell? You’re hired.” He held out a hand and they shook on it. She had to tug to remove her hand after the shake went on just a tad long.

It looked like she wouldn’t have to worry that her last summer in Scallop Shores would be boring. Things just got really interesting.


Chapter 3

Burke smiled and nodded at a young mother on his way to Logan’s Bakery. Intent on his daily dose of caffeine, and perhaps a fresh round of blushes from the adorable Cady, he explored the few square blocks that made up downtown Scallop Shores.

He knew he shouldn’t be flirting but that woman brought out the devil in him. The attraction was mutual, of that he was certain. And now he’d agreed to work with her? He’d be lucky if he could pull together one article for the magazine before the summer was up, let alone a whole series. What had he been thinking?

He couldn’t help the grin that crept onto his features. Ever since he’d met the woman, he’d been looking for a way to get to know her. When she suggested a working relationship, it was perfect. And more importantly, she thought she’d come up with it all on her own. Burke chuckled to himself.

“Good morning. Beautiful day, isn’t it?” An older couple passed him on the street, the man calling out in a gravelly voice as he tipped his ball cap.

Folks sure were friendly around here. That part wasn’t so bad. But the nosy bit? Good grief! He hadn’t watched nearly enough episodes of The Andy Griffith Show, whatever the heck that old ’50s black-and-white show had been. He just hoped when he started asking around about their town, that the residents wouldn’t balk at the way their roles had reversed.

He’d been stunned when the cashier at the grocery store asked how he liked the cottage out on Pebble Way. He’d asked the kid how he knew where he was staying. His answer had been a convoluted list of names that he understood to be a mix of relatives and acquaintances and how so-and-so worked for such-and-such. It had made his head spin.

Burke strolled down the sidewalk, browsing in shop windows as he got the lay of the land. He’d expected to bore quickly. Discontent would have him pining for the noise and bustle of the city. The crowded skyscrapers closed him in, made him feel safe. So all this wide-open space should be throwing him into a panic. Only it wasn’t.

Ever since he’d stepped foot in Scallop Shores, things had been different. Burke never found himself distracted by a woman while on assignment before. He wasn’t a monk. A casual fling sure beat spending an evening alone. But to find himself repeatedly thinking of one woman? And taking a vested interest in her goal to leave town? That just wasn’t like him.

Burke pulled up short when he discovered the town had a bookstore. Praise God, Glory Halleluiah, and all that crap. He hurried inside and stopped to fill his lungs with the rich scent of paper and ink. Books. Walking into a bookstore was like being wrapped in a mother’s arms. Warm and comfortable and you just wanted to stay there all day. Snorting, he realized that wasn’t the best analogy when applying it to himself. His own mother didn’t have a maternal bone in her body and he couldn’t recall her ever having hugged him. Walking into a lover’s arms. There, that was better.

A woman, about his age, with fiery orange hair, sat on the floor with a wiggly tot. “Hey, you must be Burke. Welcome to the Book Nook.” That old Cheers theme song floated into his brain. Where everybody knows your name. He nodded, trying to keep his discomfiture from showing on his face. The speed with which small town news traveled was still creepy, but he was starting to get used to it.

She smiled and turned her attention back to the baby, who had started to lift her tummy off the floor. “This one’s gonna be an early crawler. You mark my words. I’m Wynter…with a Y, by the way. Let me know if I can help you find anything.” She grinned at him as she tickled the chubby babe.

Burke left the two of them alone for some cuddle time and began to explore the aisles. He studied a rack of new paperbacks, and not finding anything that appealed, he ventured deeper. For a small town, they had a sizeable horror section. This would do nicely. He scanned the backs of several books, reshelving some and hanging on to his two favorites. Then thinking about the fact that Scallop Shores had very little in the way of nightlife, he grabbed two more.

He brought them up to the counter, started to reach for the card he used for charging expenses, and had to switch it for his personal credit card. He could spin a creative expense need out of just about any receipt, but the magazine’s accounting department would not buy “paperback novels” as a writing expense. Nope, this was on him.

Speaking of which, he hadn’t been lying when he told Cady that he couldn’t pay for an assistant. He’d turned down the assistant Meredith offered him while writing that piece in Tokyo. So asking for one in a town the size of Scallop Shores would just look ridiculous. If he paid Cady out of his own pocket, he didn’t have to admit to anyone but himself that he was doing it just to spend time with her.

Anxious to get to the bakery, Burke tried to convince himself it was because he was desperate for a caffeine fix. And he was hungry. Starving. Yeah, that was it. He passed a couple of more storefronts, spying his own reflection in one window and nearly groaning at the freaking toothpaste ad that smiled back at him.

He was only in Scallop Shores as a favor to his editor. He’d already made up his mind that the boredom would probably kill him. He was supposed to be missing the city life. He should have been thinking about the next assignment. Quick! Think. Where should he go next? Paris?

Would the sidewalk cafes and boutiques have planters there that looked as charming as these half whiskey barrels full of flowers that he was passing? Gah! He was a guy, a man’s man. He shouldn’t be thinking of flowers or sidewalk cafes or especially the city of love. Argh! Where did that come from? No love! There was no love. There would never be love in Scallop Shores.

By now he was muttering to himself, eyes to the ground, ignoring the people who spoke to him as though he’d lived here all his life. Everyone was so welcoming. The sense of community was infectious. It made him think things he had no business thinking. Home and family. Little League and white picket fences. It was awful—horrifying.

Where was he? Burke looked up and found that he’d run out of sidewalk. Well, technically it continued on the other side of the street, once he passed the Civil War monument. He was just surprised that he’d walked so far past the bakery and hadn’t realized it. Shaking the cobwebs from his brain, he turned on his heel and headed back the way he’d come.

Forget his next assignment. He ought to be focusing on a vacation. Seeing as he couldn’t remember the last time he’d traveled for pleasure, he was overdue. Though to be honest, all-inclusive island resorts and European cities steeped in culture and history held less and less appeal for him. Burke’s footsteps slowed. He kicked a pebble out into the empty street.

His idea of a luxury vacation now? Uninterrupted time at his laptop. Holed up in a cabin in the woods. Unbidden, his little rental cottage came to mind, that picture-perfect view of the ocean staring at him from that one tiny square window. Finally turning years’ worth of jotted ideas into a real novel.

Good God, he needed his coffee now! He was starting to hallucinate. Envisioning some fanciful dream world. Rolling his eyes, he half expected the people around him to start breaking into song, birds alighting on his finger. Stupid Scallop Shores! Cady had it right. Best to get out while he could.

• • •

“Hey, if it ain’t Gladys.” Old Man Feeney slapped the counter at his own joke.

Cady tried to pretend she wasn’t paying attention, as she took someone’s order in the corner.

“How’s it going? It’s Burke, by the way. Nice to meet you.” Bold move. She watched him walk up to the old man and stick his hand out. Clearly shocked, Feeney returned the handshake out of habit, too stunned to come up with a smart-alecky reply.

Burke’s eyes swept the tiny space behind the counter and she was pleased to notice he must have been looking for her. Enjoying the fact that she had the element of surprise, she stepped up behind him and tapped his shoulder.

“Boo.” She grinned.

“I’m ready to order,” was his curt reply.

Ouch. Ego bruised, Cady shrugged and slipped between the glass pastry case and the counter. Maybe she had read him wrong and the spark she’d sensed was completely one-sided. She’d be lying if she didn’t admit to being disappointed. It could have been a very interesting summer. But since that’s all it would have been, this was just as well. She mustered a smile.

“Soy latte?”

“With an extra shot. Two pumps of hazelnut. Sugar-free, if you’ve got it.”
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