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CHAPTER ONE

“Running away” was such a cowardly term. Dean preferred to think of it as “permanently relocating.” Lying back, he breathed in a gulp of fresh Maine air, laced with pine and beach roses and the sharp tang of the Atlantic Ocean. He felt his muscles relax, really relax, as he sank deeper into the hammock. He’d waited almost half his life for this.

At fourteen years old, Dean had willingly forfeited his anonymity—and the peace and quiet that went with it—for the chance to become an internationally revered pop star. He’d become Dino Valentine, lead singer of the boy band Five of Hearts. For the next six years, Dean’s life had been a whirlwind of recording sessions, hours of choreography, concert dates, and appearances.

Fame. Fortune. The perks that came with being a household name. It all sounded great in the beginning, but no one ever told him about the downside of being under the microscope. All the people who wanted their share of the pie, their moment in the spotlight, their chance to spend someone else’s hard earned money. And the devious ways they plotted to get it.

In the six years since the band had broken up, Dean had kept to himself as much as possible, and tried to stay out of the public eye. He didn’t leave his Malibu mansion except to go visit his band mates. He was content to spend his days writing music, swimming laps in the pool, and chasing off opportunistic photogs looking for the chance to catch Dean in a compromising position—the money shot that would set them up for life.

Now, in the midst of yet another groundless paternity suit, Dean knew he needed to go where the money-grubbing vultures couldn’t find him. He was done with the life of a celebrity. He was done with Southern California.

He swung from the hammock in his new backyard, a plate of cookies and an ice cold beer within reach. His baseball cap was pulled low over his eyes to block out the glare of the sun. A group of tall arborvitae bushes hid the next house from view, giving Dean the illusion that he was truly alone, something he’d been craving for so long. He opened the book in his lap but stared at the words, unseeing. He hoped all these changes, the cross-country move, and buying a new house, would bring him the sense of peace that had been missing.

Several years ago, Dean had had a tutor who came from Maine. He’d listen for hours while the man talked about what a beautiful state it was. He’d hailed from the coast and spent summers helping on his dad’s lobster boat. He had told Dean all about the snowmobiling, the ice fishing, bonfires, and parties in the woods. He’d described the crisp tang of autumn in the air and the riot of color from the trees, almost the entire month of October. There was something to do all year round.

Dean closed his eyes and breathed deeply of the fresh mown grass, ocean breezes, and a flowering shrub he couldn’t put a name to. He dug a toe into the lawn and set his hammock gently swinging. Smacking his lips, he grinned in drowsy happiness. He was falling asleep in the middle of the day. What a foreign concept that had become. Dean pillowed his head on his arm and snuggled into the hammock for some rest. Just as he was drifting off he thought he heard giggling.

Cracking one eye open, Dean scanned the yard. There, over by the blueberry bushes, was a carrot-topped little pixie. He shook his head, opening his other eye, and looked again. This time the tiny child was over by the willow tree, crouched down and grinning. Dean rubbed his eyes and leaned out of the hammock for a better look. Wait. Now the little thief was right beside him—stealing his cookies! How could he be everywhere at once?

Dean reached out to grab him by the collar but forgot he was in the hammock and lost his balance. The miniature con artist screeched as Dean nearly fell on top of him. He took off, a cookie in each hand. Dean landed with a thud on the lawn.

“Hey, get back here with my cookies!” Dean tried to get up to run after the child but tripped over his own feet and landed face first in the turf, knocking his ball cap off his head.

“Problems?” A soft, feminine voice, thickly laced with humor, called from the edge of the lawn.

Dean stood, brushing his clothes off. He was starting to think chasing off paparazzi was preferable to chasing after … was it only a child? So much for peace and quiet.

“That kid made off with my cookies.” He scanned the perimeter of the yard, unable to locate the cookie thief.

“That team works fast. I imagine your cookies have been gobbled up by now.” He could actually hear the amused smile in her voice.

That team? There was more than one? Dean was starting to get a headache.

“How’d you all get into my yard anyway?” Rubbing his temples, he tried to work out how he’d thought there was one kid darting through his shrubs only to find there were more. How many more? This was confusing.

“There is a break in the hedge. I have a finely tuned radar when it comes to this bunch. I had a feeling they were up to no good.”

Frowning, Dean snatched up the empty plate. He turned, finally prepared to square off with this latest intruder. His words stuck to his tongue. His gaze was drawn to a pair of startlingly blue eyes. A light breeze picked up a strand of her long red hair, tossing it around playfully. Red hair and freckles. Suddenly, he was back in grade school remembering his first crush. Oh, he was a goner.

She smiled, shrugging her shoulders in apology. The twinkle in her eyes called the sincerity of the apology into question, yet somehow Dean didn’t mind.

“My name is Shannon. I live next door with those … cookie thieves.”

“I, um, I’m Dean.” His brain was working overtime, trying to catch up. “Just how many kids are running around here?”

“Brady, Brenna, and Brian, you march those little butts out here right this second!”

Dean watched in horror as not one, but three little children peered out from behind the tall hedge and proceeded to line up in front of Shannon for inspection. He didn’t know much about kids, but he’d guess them to be about four or five years old. Their heads were bowed but Dean could tell they weren’t the least bit repentant. There were cookie crumbs on their cheeks and they looked to be trying very hard not to giggle.

Grudgingly, he had to admit they were cute—for thieving little cookie heathens. The little girl, Brenna, looked him right in the eye and winked. Dean focused on his sneakers, trying not to let the munchkin charm him.

“What do you have to say for yourselves?” Shannon eyed them all, her face stern, and her features grim.

“We’re sorry, mister,” they offered in unison. Dean doubted that was the first time they’d had to apologize for something like this.

“It’s okay, I guess. You owe me some new cookies, though.” He folded his arms across his chest and cast a forlorn glance at the empty plate. He really had been looking forward to those cookies.

“That’s right, kiddos. You are going to spend tomorrow afternoon in the kitchen with me. No outdoors time until we get a nice batch of … ” She offered him an opening.

“Chocolate chip—no nuts.”

“Right. You all will be baking chocolate chip cookies, with no nuts, for Mr. Dean. You will not cut through the gap in the bushes to deliver them, but will instead use the walkway, like civilized neighbors.”

Shannon silenced the groans of disappointment with a single look. Dean was impressed. She sent the children on their way back to their own yard and turned to him. He stood still while she gave him the once over, his nerves on edge as he waited to see if she’d recognize him. He panicked, reaching up to his bare head, when he realized he wasn’t wearing his hat. He always wore a hat.

Shannon looked like she was in her mid-twenties, just the right age to have been a fan when Five of Hearts was at the top of their fame. If she recognized him, it would blow any chance of his hiding out in blessed anonymity in this quaint seaside town. Instead, she merely ducked her head shyly and played with the hem of her shirt. Whew. Maybe he was in the clear.

“Sorry about that heathen crack. They’re cute kids. Are they triplets? You must be the older sister, then.”

“Thank you … to the cute kids and to the older sister bit. That wasn’t necessary. Totally welcome, mind you, but not necessary. Nope, they’re all mine.” She blushed.

“Wow. I can’t even imagine one kid, but three at once? What did your husband say when you guys found out you were having triplets?”

“In a word? Goodbye.” Shannon shrugged, feigning indifference. “Let’s just say he didn’t find himself up to the challenge.”

“What a slimeball!” Dean clapped a hand over his mouth, embarrassed that he’d let that judgment be voiced aloud.

What kind of man would abandon his children? It was something Dean had been accused of many times—but something he would never do, if a child were actually his.

Dean hadn’t been quite seventeen years old when he was named in his first paternity suit. He hadn’t been an angel, but he’d been careful. His manager had drilled it into all of them just how important it was to use protection. Dean had known the girl was lying. And yet he’d been advised to settle out of court, pay the girl what she wanted, and keep it out of the news.

But when this latest paternity suit surfaced, he knew he couldn’t keep paying off these women and hoping the problem would just go away. He needed to take a stand, and stop the madness once and for all.

Shannon’s trill of laughter was music to his ears.

“Eh, I like to look at it as him doing us a favor.” Shannon turned toward the opening in the hedge. “Listen, I’m really sorry the kids invaded your space like this. It’s just that they were used to playing over here. The house has been on the market for years. This just kind of became an extension of our backyard. I’ll try to keep them out of here in the future.”

“Yeah, okay.” Dean watched her duck her head and pass through the tight space in the bushes.

This new life was not shaping up to be the tranquil escape he’d been looking for. He’d sworn off women—especially women that showed up on his doorstep with a child. Triplets! Screw the Arborvitae. He was going to have to build a fence. A really tall one.

Dean went back to his hammock and tried again to take that nap. If he heard sweet harp music in the background, he paid it no heed. He dreamed of tiny pixies with crumbs on their cheeks surrounding a beautiful fairy queen with gossamer wings and long, bright red hair.

• • •

The three little cookie thieves had been fed, bathed, and sent to bed early for stealing from their new neighbor. Shannon should have welcomed the extra quiet time but she found herself restless, unable to relax. Normally able to calm her racing brain with nimble fingers, she was frustrated when crocheting didn’t seem to work. She set the afghan-in-progress aside.

Heading to her cozy little kitchen, Shannon stood on tiptoe and tried to catch a glimpse of the big house next door. She could just make out a twinkle or two of lights through the thick hedging as her new neighbor settled in for the evening. Dean. His name was Dean.

Dust flew as she drew her curtains closed for the first time, not for privacy but to shut out the obsessive thoughts that had been plaguing her since she’d met the annoyingly hot Malibu Ken lookalike that afternoon. Seriously, the guy must have come from Southern California, with that deep tan. Did he surf all day? How did he afford one of the luxury summer homes in Scallop Shores? Screenwriter? Actor? He didn’t look like anyone she’d ever seen in the movies. But then again, when was the last time she’d been to the movies? It must have been at least five years.

It was a cool evening in her tiny little caretaker’s cottage, behind the huge summer house of her employer, Ms. Sheffield. Shannon perched on the edge of a wooden chair at the table. She wrapped her fingers around the mug of tea she’d fixed and stared down into the whirling steam. It was May and things were starting to get busier in the little tourist town of Scallop Shores, Maine. Ms. Sheffield would probably make an appearance over the holiday weekend. Shannon needed to get the big house ready for her arrival.

She’d be eternally grateful to the wealthy Wall Street mogul who had taken a chance on a very pregnant, single mom, who had never even been to college. Ms. Sheffield had never married, never had children, so Shannon had been flummoxed when the old woman took them under her wing. Last spring, after the muddy season was over, she’d had a huge play area built in the backyard, with swings and a slide, a sandbox, and a climbing wall. Shannon had offered to have it taken out of her paycheck, a little each week, but Ms. Sheffield wouldn’t hear of it.

But the successful businesswoman was in her seventies now, and the weekends she hosted at her summer home were getting fewer and farther between. What would happen if she sold the place? Or worse, what if she died? She didn’t have family to leave it to. Where did that leave Shannon and her kids? She’d gotten too comfortable with their easy life. She didn’t have a back-up plan.

Agitated, Shannon carried her tea to the sink and dumped it out. She quickly rinsed the mug and set it in the drying rack. Tapping her fingers on the edge of the counter she looked around for some busy work. The counters were clean. The stove, oven, and refrigerator were spotless. She headed for the living room, certain to have something to do there. The Legos were all neatly put away. Brenna’s tea set was on its tray, all the pieces together. Not even a stray sock lying on the floor. She blew out a long sigh and pursed her lips.

She wasn’t usually on edge like this. Rolling her shoulders to try to work out some of the tension, Shannon trod quietly down the hall. She peeked her head around the half-open door to Brenna’s room. One leg hung off the bed and her monkey was clutched tightly to her side. Shannon slipped in and slid the skinny leg back beneath the covers.

Across the hall, the boys slept in twin beds, side by side, a Batman nightlight in between. Brian snored softly while Brady muttered in his sleep. Shannon felt that familiar clutch in her heart, that same one she’d experienced for the first time as she held each of her new babies. It had never been her intention to raise such a large family alone. But life didn’t always work out the way you would expect. Shannon learned the hard way that she didn’t need a man.

The fact that a man just happened to have moved into the house that had been vacant as long as she’d lived here should not have rattled her the way it did. So what if he was good looking? Big deal that he could be about her age. They were polar opposites and she’d do well to remember that. Mr. Perfect Dean was some sort of trust fund baby and she was a glorified maid. She didn’t need a man. She didn’t need a neighbor who happened to be a man. Disgusted that she was putting way too much thought into this, Shannon headed back down the hall—to scrub her perfectly clean kitchen.


CHAPTER TWO

“So then he just takes the plate of cookies, thanks us, and shuts the door!” Shannon threw her hands up in the air and let them fall back down again, slapping against her legs.

“You sure you didn’t catch him at a bad time? Maybe he had a guest. What was he wearing when he came to the door?”

Shannon laughed as her friend Talia wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. Taking a peek through the office window, she could see the kids in the main play area of Tumble Tots. The instructor had given everyone scarves to dance with and they were having a ball. Shannon found her mug on the mug tree and helped herself to some coffee. She settled in at the desk with a sigh.

“It’s not like I want to date the guy. My kids are doing just fine without a father figure.” She took a sip and let the heat from the brew slide all the way down, warming her insides. “It just gets so quiet up there. I was hoping for someone to talk to, a little adult conversation once in a while.”

“You’re welcome to bring the squirts by any time you want, you know? Once a week can’t be enough for your active bunch.”

“This is my weekly treat. It’s something to look forward to. And yes, once a week is plenty.” Shannon smiled gratefully at the woman who had come to be a very dear friend.

There was no way Shannon could have afforded classes for the triplets at Tumble Tots. But one day, during story time at the library, she’d been approached by another mother of multiples. Talia and her husband owned Tumble Tots and she’d suggested it as a great way for the triplets to get their wiggles out and for Shannon to get out of the house. Embarrassed, Shannon had explained she didn’t have the money to cover the cost of tuition. Talia had that part covered.

While the children attended the hour-long class in the play area, Shannon could help out Talia in the office. She’d do a little bookwork, some filing, envelope stuffing, anything was helpful. Some days she did help out. Most days, however, the two women holed up in the office with a pot of coffee and chatted. Talia had two-year-old twin boys. She totally understood what it was like to parent multiples. But since Shannon was getting these classes for free, she would not take advantage by bringing in her children more than the once a week they had agreed upon.

“I say give the guy the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he’s shy. Maybe he’s just not used to kids and doesn’t know how to act around them.”

“Yeah, he’s definitely got a story. I mean, who just up and moves to a mansion on an isolated stretch of beach in Maine? He’s young. Maybe not twenty-four, like me, but not much older. It’s like he’s hiding away.”

“And if I know you, you aren’t going to stop until you figure it out.” Talia held up a finger, checked to make sure no one was going to walk in on them, and pulled a tin of cookies out of a desk drawer. “You never saw these, okay? I promised myself I’d lose ten pounds before bikini season.”

“Cookies? What cookies?” Shannon snatched one out of the tin and grinned. “Maybe I’ll send the kids over to play in his yard and feign innocence when he happens upon them.”

“Wicked woman! You make me proud.” The two women laughed over their coffee and cookies.

• • •

Dean stood on the wide front porch of the cottage on the other side of the hedges. He couldn’t call first; he didn’t have her number. He wasn’t even sure what he was doing here in the first place. He’d tried to wait until the kids were probably in bed. But did Shannon go to bed early too? Heck, if he had three little ones running ragged on him all day, he probably would.

He leaned to the side and snuck a look in the window. There was a crack where the curtains didn’t quite meet and he could see Shannon sitting in a huge, overstuffed chair. She appeared to be alone. Great. Now he was a stalker. Disgusted with himself, Dean almost turned to leave. The Tupperware container under his arm slipped and almost fell from his grasp. Blowing out a puff of air, he squeezed his shoulders together, stood up straighter, and knocked softly on the wooden door.

Footsteps scuffed louder the closer they came. The door opened a sliver and Dean could barely make out a flash of coppery hair and one narrowed blue eye. He held out the Tupperware, whether in defense or in explanation he wasn’t certain. The eye he could see through the space in the door widened and the door was opened all the way.

“Hey, I wanted to return your cookie … thing.” God, that was lame!

“No problem. You just scared me, is all. I’m not used to anyone knocking on my door at 8:30 at night. Guess I need to remember we’re not alone up here on this road anymore.”

“I didn’t wake anyone, did I?”

“No, not at all. The kids went to bed an hour ago.” She took the container from Dean but didn’t appear as though she had any intention of inviting him in. He probably deserved that.

“Okay, well, I don’t want to keep you up … ”

“Don’t be silly. It’s early.” She stole a glance behind her. “I don’t want to wake them up. Would you like to sit out here on the porch with me? It’s warm enough.” Without waiting for an answer, she snagged a long, wool cardigan off a coat tree by the door and slipped outside.

Shannon settled on the porch swing, drawing her long legs up underneath her. Though there was plenty of room left on the swing, Dean chose a wicker chair in the corner. It creaked when he sat down.

“I didn’t offer you anything to drink. I’m so sorry. What can I get you?”

“Oh, I don’t need anything. Don’t worry about it.” Dean played with his fingers in his lap. He hadn’t pictured this scene playing out quite like this. In his plan, he’d be halfway back to his own house already.

“No, really, I insist.” Shannon untangled her limbs and stepped from the swing. “I’ll be right back.”

Dean watched the moths hovering around the porch light while he waited for his new neighbor to return. They reminded him of teenaged girls, autograph books in hand, jockeying for a close enough position around their favorite idol. He jerked his gaze away from the fluttering and wiped his palms on the fabric of his jeans. Before long, his hostess returned.

“So, what do you think of Maine? It is safe to assume you aren’t from around here?” Shannon’s voice issued from somewhere behind a tray, a large carafe hiding most of her face. “You don’t have the look of a New Englander.” She set the tray down on the wicker coffee table between them and poured hot chocolate into two cups.

Not bothering to ask what a New Englander was supposed to look like, Dean chuckled. “Let me guess… surfer dude?” He smiled at her embarrassed expression. “I get that a lot. And, no, I don’t even know how to surf.” He reached for the mug painted in tiny pink flowers, figuring the “#1 Mom” cup was meant for Shannon.

He leaned back in his chair, took a big swallow, and breathed in the sweet smell of late spring. There was still a slight chill to the air after dark, but surely that wouldn’t be for much longer.

“Maine comes highly recommended. I have a laundry list of things I’m supposed to experience, according to a tutor I had years ago.” He leaned forward, his brows knitted together as he shook his head. “Maybe you can help me out with something. What is a whoopie pie? Seriously, is that even for real?”

Shannon’s laugh was so sweet, he couldn’t help but smile.

“Absolutely. Whoopie pies are for real, and you definitely need to experience one.” She licked her lips and closed her eyes for a moment. “Maybe I’ll just bake up a batch for you.”

“Cookies, cocoa, whoopie pies … you’re going to make me fat.”

“Well, the great thing about Maine is that I can show you the best places to swim, awesome hiking trails, and beautiful, scenic bike rides.”

She looked so excited at the prospect that warning bells were starting to go off in Dean’s brain. Oh, why did she have to be so damned adorable? She had her knees drawn up close and her cocoa resting on top of them. She wiggled her fuzzy purple slipper-clad toes on the edge of her seat.

He wondered, yet again, if there was any way she had recognized him as the front man for Five of Hearts and was somehow keeping the knowledge to herself. To what end? Dean hated to admit that he just couldn’t figure this woman out. He must have waited too long to say something because she was watching him closely, a sad smile on her face.

“You didn’t come to Maine for whoopie pies. You came here to be alone.” It wasn’t a question, and from the look on her face, she didn’t expect to be told any differently.

“It’s nothing personal.” God, did that come out as lame as he thought it had? Dean chanced a quick look at Shannon and she was still watching him, that sad little smile threatening to put a chink in the fortress he’d spent years building up.

“I just wanted a chance at a new life, a new beginning. My life before … it was crazy. It wasn’t me, wasn’t what I wanted. They wouldn’t leave me alone.” Too much! He’d said too much! Dean looked up sharply, wanting desperately to get inside Shannon’s head and find out what she knew.

“You want to go it alone. Dean, look at me. If anyone gets your situation it’s me.”

“Well, that’s part of it, yeah.” He set his mug down on the tray, his eyes straying to the porch steps. An overpowering urge to escape had him drumming his fingertips restlessly on his knees.

“You also want to be alone. You bought that isolated house surrounded by nothing but summer homes, so you could hide away.”

Again, she’d nailed it.

“All right, Doctor Shannon, what am I hiding from?” Dean’s snarky remark was meant as a warning to back off. The truth hurt and he was scared of what her answer would be.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He hadn’t been expecting that.

“It’s none of my business and I feel awful for making you uncomfortable.”

Now it was his turn to feel like a heel. Dean shook his head.

“No, you didn’t … it’s just … ” Suddenly, he was at a complete loss for words.

“Hey, I’m a big girl. It’s fine.” Shannon stood up and began to clear away their evening snack. “You go on back to your new house, your new life.”

“I … thank you for the hot chocolate. You didn’t have to go to all that trouble.”

“That’s what neighbors do for each other, Dean. They welcome new folks into their lives as friends.” She lifted the tray and set it on her hip in order to open the front door.

“You’re my new friend, Dean. Like it or not. I’ll respect your need for privacy if that is what you really want … for now. But you’ve got to come out of your shell sooner or later. I can’t wait to get to know you when you’re ready.”

And with that Shannon gently shut the door behind her. Dean was left standing on the porch more unsure and confused than he’d been when he had first stepped up here to drop off a cookie container. Dear God, that woman was a force to be reckoned with. He headed back to his own house. The idea of having privacy suddenly seemed bleak, not as satisfying as he’d imagined.

Heading up his own driveway, Dean frowned at the dark, unwelcoming windows. He remembered watching Shannon, curled up in a chair in her living room. The lamp light was cozy. She’d looked so comfortable. He knew the kids were snug in their beds. Now, that was a home.

No. That wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted peace, quiet, days on end going by when he didn’t see or hear from anyone. That was what he wanted. Wasn’t it?


CHAPTER THREE

It had been raining for four days straight and Shannon was going out of her mind. She hadn’t seen her new neighbor since he’d shown up on her porch five nights ago. She’d promised to give him the privacy he craved and she would keep that promise. Her two little boys streaked by, hollering as they ran. Shannon raised her eyes to the ceiling, choosing not to ask why they were not wearing a stitch of clothing.

“Mommy, Rosie is playing hide and seek and I can’t find her. Can you tell her it’s time to come out now? I think maybe she wants a snack.” Brenna, no doubt feeling outnumbered by her brothers, had recently invented an imaginary friend.

“It’s nearly lunchtime, Bren. Rosie will come out when she gets tired of hiding.” Shannon plucked a tee shirt off the coffee table and a small pair of jeans off the arm of the couch.

Brenna sighed dramatically and raced off to her next adventure. Shannon snatched a pair of Superman underwear from the top of the television, carrying her growing pile of discarded clothing with her as she went. She was just passing the front door when a knock nearly made her drop everything. She took a calming breath and answered the door. The sight of Dean on her front porch made her heart beat just a bit faster. Too late, she wished she’d ditched the pile of laundry in her arms so she could pat down her messy hair.

“Well, hello there, neighbor. What brings you out on this miserable day?”

“Does it rain like this often? I feel like I’m in Seattle,” Dean groused, his hands shoved deep in his pockets.

“Aw … not used to the wet stuff, huh? Wait until the snow is so high you can’t even make it over here, unless you have snowshoes.” Shannon chuckled at the look of horror on Dean’s face. She held the door wide and announced, “Come on in, take off your clothes and join the party!”

Dean had been stepping over the threshold when she said this and he stopped and looked down at her. Her face heated, partly from embarrassment and partly from the intense way he was looking at her. It was like he already knew what she’d look like without her clothes … and he liked what he saw.

“Sorry, that came out all wrong. The boys have decided to boycott clothing today. I’m not sure what the game is.” Shannon put as much distance between them as possible, ignoring the way certain parts of her body felt as though they were waking up from a long sleep.

“Sounds fun.” His voice was a sexy purr.

“Come on into the kitchen.” She fought the urge to fan herself with her hand. “I’d love a little non-pre-K conversation.”

Shannon headed across the hall and tried not to picture Dean checking out her butt as he followed behind. Geez! Head out of the gutter, Fitzgerald! Of course he’s not checking out your butt. She chanced a peek over her shoulder to reassure herself. He was! She almost stumbled over her own feet.

“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” Dean pulled out a chair at the dining room table in the breakfast nook and prepared to sit down.

“No! Mr. Dean, stop!” Brenna ran up to him, shaking her head, her eyes as wide as saucers. “You almost sat on Rosie.” She pulled out a different chair and motioned for him to sit in that one instead.

Shannon stifled a grin, first at the apologetic look on Dean’s face and then as that look turned to confusion. He shook his head as he studied the chair he nearly sat in. He glanced from the chair to the little girl and back again.

“I think Rosie must have jumped out when she saw me coming.”

“She’s still there. You scared her.” Rust red pigtails swung jauntily as the five-year-old jutted out her chin and put her hands on her hips.

Uh oh! Shannon knew that stance. Her bored little girl was looking for an argument. For a split second she considered waiting it out, seeing how Dean would handle himself in an argument to prove the existence of an imaginary person. Nah. She was bored, too, and if she let Brenna spout off, Dean would probably go running back to his self-imposed isolation.

“Hey, baby, why don’t you go round up your brothers and tell them we’re doing something special for lunch.” Shannon dropped a kiss on her daughter’s head as she skipped toward the doorway. “And make sure they are at least wearing underwear!”

“This is a bad time. I didn’t mean to barge in when you were fixing lunch.” Dean’s gaze went past Shannon, scanning the kitchen counter. Perhaps looking for a hint as to what was to be served?

“Yes. Yes, you did. And I’m glad you came.” Shannon wasn’t trying to tease. She really was happy he’d stopped by … no matter the reason.

Dean’s attention had returned to the wooden chair he had almost sat in. He scratched his head, opened his mouth like he was going to speak, and then shut it again. Shannon checked to make sure Brenna was off on her chore and then strode to the supposedly occupied chair and planted herself in it. She kept all traces of humor from her face while she looked up at Dean.

“I’m really missing something here, aren’t I?” Dean wrinkled up his nose. “She doesn’t have a pet bug or something, does she?”

Now she could no longer hold it in. Shannon burst out laughing.

“No, silly.” She dabbed at her eyes. “Rosie is her imaginary friend.” She lowered her voice. “She’s new around here. We’re all still getting used to her.”

Impulsively, she reached out and patted Dean’s hand. He didn’t snatch it away, though she wondered how much willpower it took for him to remain still. Their eyes met and just as quickly they both chose something different to focus their attention on. Shannon cleared her throat and got up from the table.

“It’s been a miserable few days, huh?” She busied herself getting lunch fixings out of the fridge.

“Yeah, miserable.” Dean’s voice was gruff. Was he talking about the weather, like she had been, or something else?

“I thought we could have a picnic … on the living room floor. What do you think?”

“Eat on the floor?”

“No, we’ll eat on our picnic blanket. We’re missing out on some prime picnic weather with the rain as steady as it’s been.”

“I can’t remember the last time I’ve been on a picnic.” He appeared deep in thought. “And I don’t think I have ever had an indoor picnic before.”

“Aren’t you glad you came over, then?”

• • •

Dean’s idea had been successful … just not in the way he had figured. He sat awkwardly, a paper plate perched precariously on his crossed legs. On either side of him sat a carrot topped little boy. One wore only underwear and a superhero cape. The other wore swim trunks and a cowboy vest. Had he dressed so foolishly when he was that age? Doubtful.

Shannon leaned over and spooned more potato salad onto his plate. Dean looked down in surprise.

“Omigosh, I’m so sorry. I’d probably be in your face, cutting your meat if we were eating dinner at the table. Guess I’m in mommy-mode 24/7.” She scooted back over to her corner of the picnic blanket and began to nibble on a carrot stick. Dean liked how her cheeks bloomed bright pink and how the blush crept down her neck.

“It’s fine. I was just going to ask for seconds anyway.”

“Mr. Dean, do you have any kids?” One of the boys, he couldn’t remember who was who, placed a sticky palm on Dean’s khakis and cocked his head to the side, waiting for an answer.

“No!” Dean blinked. He hadn’t meant for it to come out quite so emphatically. “I don’t have any children. People have children when they’re married. I’m not married, so … no children.” Did he sound as defensive as he thought? He snuck a look at Shannon and nearly groaned when he realized how intently she was following his answer.

“Mommy’s not married and she has kids. Three of us. Triplets.” Now the other little boy had chimed in. Thankfully, this one kept his messy hands to himself.

“But once upon a time, your mommy used to be married, right?” Dean bit his tongue, realizing, too late, that he knew nothing about Shannon’s past and had no right to make any assumptions. He winced, wishing he could take back his words.

“Of course,” she coughed out. She pounded a small fist against her sternum like she had gotten something caught in her throat. Ah, yes … touchy subject. Fine by him. Relationships were the last thing he wanted to discuss.

They finished up their picnic with very little conversational input from the adults. Brenna put on an impromptu puppet show with the raspberries she’d stuck to the tops of her fingers. The boys held a mock sword fight with fried chicken drumsticks. Dean waited for Shannon to intervene and was mildly surprised when she only laughed at their antics. When the triplets were done eating, everyone helped to clean up the mess and carry it into the kitchen to either throw away or wash.

“That would not be acceptable behavior in a restaurant.” Shannon threw the words out over her shoulder as she stood at the sink. The kids had wandered out of the room so she must have been speaking to him. “But I find that if I give them the opportunity to be silly at the occasional mealtime, then they’re pretty well behaved on the whole.”

“It must be so hard to raise all three by yourself. Do you have any help at all?” Dean carried the empty potato salad bowl to the sink and plunged it into the sudsy water Shannon had filled it with.

“My mom comes out a few times a year, stays for a couple of weeks. But she’s got her own life. She’s so busy.” She smiled up at him.

“Man, if I had kids I’d definitely need backup.” Dean grabbed the dishtowel and intercepted a plate before Shannon could set it in the rack to air dry.

“What are you doing? Go sit down. I can do this.” Her hands fluttered as she tried to grab the plate back.

“You fed me lunch. The least I can do is help clean up the dishes.” He held up a hand when he saw she was about to argue with him. “You’re not asking for help, okay? I get it. I’m helping anyway, and you are going to have to deal with it.” He held her gaze until she relented.

Shannon shrugged her shoulders noncommittally and scrubbed the tines of a fork. She kept her attention focused on the sink in front of her. Dean reached for another plate to dry and tried to ignore the growing need to help this woman. Clearly, she didn’t want help and she seemed to have a handle on things. So why did he feel this intense desire to be her knight in shining armor?

They finished the rest of the dishes in silence. Dean watched the rain slide down the windowpane in wriggling rivulets. It was wet and miserable out there. He’d worked himself into a nasty mood this morning, upon waking to the same dreary weather that he felt had gone on for weeks. Munching on dry cereal, about the only food left in the house, had not improved things. Out of desperation he had found himself on Shannon’s doorstep. Now he worried that this might become something of a habit.

The triplets were playing quietly in the living room. Had he really thought of them as hooligans before? Dean felt bad. It wasn’t that he had anything against children. Kids were cute—generally. It was the being forced to assume financial responsibility for children he knew weren’t his that turned him off.

He thought back to the certified letter sitting on his desk at home. A vein began to throb in his temple and he had to work his jaw around when he realized how hard he’d been clenching it.

“Do you have to head right home?”

“What?” Wrapped in his thoughts, Dean jerked slightly when Shannon tugged the dishtowel from his hands.

“I thought I could put on a movie. It’s a good day for a movie.”

Oh, yeah. He could definitely see himself getting more and more comfortable with spending time with the neighbor. This wasn’t good. It wasn’t what he needed. He needed space, lots and lots of space. And peace. Dean looked down into those calming blue eyes and knew he was falling. He’d agree to almost anything if she’d just keep looking at him like that.

No! That’s how it always started. They lured him in with sweet smiles and soft gazes. They just wanted to spend time with him, they said. “Let’s get to know each other.” Then it was all about ‘”What did you bring me today?” and “I’m bored, let’s go out.” The latter meaning either they would find a way to spend lots of his money or he would be dragged to another exclusive party and be forced to make introductions.

“I need to go.” Dean pivoted quickly and headed for the foyer without further explanation.

He stopped at the door and glanced briefly at the doorway to the living room. Should he say goodbye to the triplets? Would it be rude if he didn’t? Shannon stood to the side and didn’t say a word. She just watched him. Taking a deep breath, Dean edged closer to the doorway before he lost his nerve.

“Um, I’m heading out. I’ll see you guys … and lady … around, huh?” He waggled his fingers then stuffed his hands in his pockets.

Quick as a wink, three coppery-headed blurs came at him. Dean had just enough time to correct his stance before they knocked him to the ground. Instinctively, his arms came out to steady them. It ended up looking like a group hug. What should have felt awkward and uncomfortable, instead, felt more like a punch to the gut. They were hugging him goodbye. And he liked it. Oh, God, he was in more trouble than he’d thought.


CHAPTER FOUR

Grocery shopping was never fun. Grocery shopping with five-year-old triplets who wanted to be anywhere else but the supermarket was a nightmare. Armed with her detailed list, the sale flyer, an envelope full of coupons, and all the patience she could muster, Shannon hurried up and down the aisles. The sooner they finished shopping, the sooner they could all go out and play.

Turning a corner without looking, Shannon winced when her cart bounced hard off another. She did a quick head count and saw that all the kids were fine. She then focused her attention on the poor customer she’d nearly plowed down. He wore a ball cap low over dark sunglasses. Blonde, sun-streaked strands snuck out below the cap. He looked around furtively, like he was trying to hide from someone.

“Dean? Is that you? I’m so sorry I ran into you like that.” Shannon angled her head, eyeing him quizzically.

“Uh. Hey. What’s up?” He checked over his shoulder and hunched further into his lightweight jacket.

“You okay?” She was starting to get worried. He looked as though he were being stalked.

“I’m fine. I’m shopping … for food.” He was clearly distracted.

“Run out of dry cereal, did you?”

“Yeah, I … how’d you know that?” He finally stood a little straighter and appeared to relax some.

“I figured you came by for lunch the other day because you were out of food. Or you were sick of your own cooking.”

Sparing a quick peek in his grocery cart, Shannon quickly ruled out the “own cooking” part. Dean was certainly stocking up on the dry cereal … and cans of soup … bread … peanut butter. Oh, this was just so wrong! Even a bachelor could live better than this. Hadn’t his mother taught him to cook? Did he go out and buy new clothes whenever it was time to do laundry, too? Good grief!

“What’s your favorite food?” She shot Dean a straight look that showed him she wasn’t just making idle conversation.

“I don’t know … pizza?” He shrugged his shoulders, the gesture sliding him further into his jacket, like a turtle retreating into its shell.

“Come on. You’re at a restaurant with a menu in front of you. What do you order?”

“Shannon, I really should hurry. I’ve got a ton of things to do back at the house.” Again, he looked over his shoulder like he expected someone to be following him. His eyes darted everywhere at once and sweat was starting to bead on his upper lip.

He looks really freaked out, Shannon thought. He couldn’t have been here long, and must have had more shopping to do. But he was in an awful hurry to get away. What could have him so worked up? Then it hit her, and Shannon had to refrain from slapping her forehead in discovery.

Dean was agoraphobic. All the evidence pointed to it. He lived alone and didn’t want anyone around. He found it difficult to leave the house. Once out of it he couldn’t stay away long before he felt too uncomfortable and had to rush back to the safety of his sanctuary. Oh, the poor man. Shannon had read articles on this condition and could only imagine the hell he must have to go through just to survive the day.

“Oh, my goodness, I am so sorry we kept you. You go on home and we’ll catch up with you another time.” Shannon gathered the children around her so Dean could maneuver his cart past them all. He paused just before he turned the corner of the aisle.

“It’s nothing personal. I didn’t want you to think …” His words were a whispered mumble. He looked conflicted, one half of his body turned away from them ready to run and the other half leaning forward like he wanted to stay and chat.

Shannon shook her head and waved goodbye, her smile sad. She would not get choked up here. She didn’t want to have to explain to the triplets why she was so upset for Mr. Dean. She imagined he’d be mortified if he found out her kids knew about what plagued him.

But if he thought he was in this alone, he would definitely have to think again! He had neighbors now, and neighbors helped each other out. If he felt safest at home, then she was going to make sure he was as comfortable as possible. He didn’t need to subsist on soup and peanut butter sandwiches. Shannon was going to teach Dean to cook.

“Come on, kids. I think we’re going to need a second cart.”

Hastily, shoving her grocery list and envelope of coupons into her purse, Shannon also had to scrap her usual buying strategies. She hadn’t had to shop for one since … no, come to think of it, she’d had never had to shop for just herself. She eyed the shelves and bins for staples that weren’t likely to go to waste. Instead of family packs of meat, like she would normally buy, Shannon picked up the smaller packages.

Her attention lingered over the pricier cuts of steak. Something told her that Dean was no stranger to filet mignon, or maybe even caviar. But if she was going to show her new hermit friend how to cook for himself, he was going to learn on her budget.

Even the triplets were helpful, knowing they were on a special mission. No one was whining, hitting, or asking for sugary snacks. Oh, they were definitely getting a treat for being so cooperative today! Shannon herded her brood over to the laundry aisle and asked the children to sniff the boxes of dryer sheets and decide, as a group, which one they liked best. While their backs were turned, she quickly snatched a box of crayons and three coloring books from a shelf on the opposite side of the aisle. She hid them in the grocery cart, under a big bargain bag of cereal.

Saving the things she didn’t absolutely need for another day, Shannon and the kids hurried through the checkout. They stepped outside, momentarily blinded by the sun finally making an appearance. Hearing her name hollered across the parking lot, Shannon looked up to see Talia and her twins, Drake and Danny.

“Hey, there!” Talia said. “We were just bringing some supplies over to Tumble Tots. Think I could borrow your gang for a couple of hours? We just got some new gym equipment and it really needs some hands-on testing.”

“Oh, maybe another time. I’ve got to get our groceries put away and then I have stuff to drop off at the neighbor’s.” Shannon smiled gratefully, still rolling the cart toward her minivan.

“Here, let us help.” Talia slipped her hands from each of the boys and made sure they were both holding on to Shannon’s shopping cart. Five children edged Shannon out of the way and pushed the cart in the right direction.

“Please? You’d be doing me a huge favor.” Talia gripped Shannon’s arm and drew her just far away enough to be out of range of little ears. “Jeff is on me to have another baby. Like two-year-old twins aren’t enough!”

“Well, why didn’t you say so? Had I known, I would have fed them a ton of candy.” The women laughed.

“Seriously … the place is closed. It’s just Jeff and me with the kids. We’ll get them nice and tuckered out. You go spend time with your new man.”

“Okay, but he’s just a friend.”

“Honey, you tell yourself whatever you need to.” Talia gathered her boys, with the promise that she’d meet them all at the kiddy gym in just a few minutes.

• • •

It was strange not having the triplets around. Shannon’s first instinct was to let the guilt she felt over enjoying herself ruin the peaceful solitude of the moment. She was all about making sure she had plenty of “me time” after the kids went to bed, but this was different. It was daylight. She didn’t have to pick them up for two hours, more if she needed it, Talia had assured her. It felt like playing hooky. It felt naughty. It felt good. Forget the guilt—this was too precious an opportunity to pass up!

Shannon smiled cheerily when Dean opened his door and gently nudged her way past him with her arms loaded down with grocery bags. His mouth hung open and his hand still gripped the doorknob. She giggled, bumping the door closed with her hip and knocking him out of his reverie at the same time.

“So, where’s your kitchen?”

She looked around the tiled entryway. A chandelier, dripping with crystals, took center stage. To the left and right of the door were small marble tables, each holding an expensive looking porcelain vase. Those wouldn’t last a day in my house, was her first thought. Half her modest little cottage could fit in Dean’s foyer. And looking up the wide, gleaming mahogany staircase, she knew there was a whole lot more house than this.

“Let me take some of those.” Dean’s gaze was bemused as he slipped a few of the bags out of Shannon’s hands and nodded his head down a hall toward the back of what was clearly too big to have been given the title of summer home.

She followed quickly, trying to sneak a peek in each room that they passed. Oh, a pool table! Wow, an honest to goodness library, with a ladder attached to reach the higher shelves. Ms. Sheffield didn’t have a library in the main house.

Shannon’s grin widened when they reached the kitchen. Now this place definitely wasn’t built for a bachelor who lived on dry cereal and peanut butter sandwiches. This kitchen was meant to host grand parties and state dinners. Shoving the bags on the nearest counter, Shannon turned a slow circle, taking in the stainless steel appliances, the yards of granite countertops.

Everything was state of the art. And to think that it had all just been sitting here, unused, for all this time. It was a shame that such a bountiful kitchen should be so completely devoid of lingering cooking scents. Her imagination conjured a sweet, yeasty bread baking, and the pungent aroma of root veggies and beef simmering in a rich stock. Oh, the things she could create in here!

“So … I’m not sure what to say. I mean, ‘thank you’ is definitely in order, but …” Dean put his own bags down and began rustling through the contents.

“You rushed out of the store so fast that I figured you weren’t nearly done with your shopping. I’m so sorry if we made you uncomfortable in there.” Shannon got busy unpacking the reusable grocery bags.

“I hope you don’t think I’m being pushy here, but I got a look in your cart before you took off.” Shannon stuffed all the empties into one bag and pushed it to the center of the counter. “You don’t really cook, do you, Dean?”

“That would be an understatement.” He rubbed his stubble roughened chin, looking sheepish. “I haven’t had to cook for myself. I guess when most guys are learning from their mothers, I was … busy.” He stared at a point just over her left shoulder.

“Well, today is your lucky day, my friend. I am going to teach you to cook.”

“And where is your posse while you are undertaking this thankless task?”

“I told you, it’s your lucky day.” She swatted him lightly on the arm. “The trips are in the process of being thoroughly run ragged so that by the time I pick them up they will beg for dinner and an early bedtime.”

“I guess that makes it your lucky day, as well, then.” His voice was a deep rumble she could feel inside her chest.

Dean leaned in close. He reached out a hand, his face so close she could feel his breath tickle her ear. Shannon caught just a hint of aftershave and her eyes nearly rolled back in her head. Oh, he smelled good! Without realizing it, she leaned in closer, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. Her eyes were focused on Dean’s neck, the scent of his aftershave tempting her to see if he tasted as good as he smelled. Belatedly, she realized that his hand hadn’t been reaching for her, but behind her, where he picked up a package of chicken and carried it to the fridge.

Shannon tried not to sound like a drowning person when she finally sucked in a couple lungfuls of air. She took the opportunity to compose her features once Dean’s back was turned. Her heart was ricocheting all the way up and down her windpipe. She wiped damp palms on her jeans. Good lord, she had thought he was going to kiss her! Worse, she had wanted him to, and had felt a keening moment of regret when she realized she’d misread the situation.

“Are there any other perishables?” Dean had turned his attention back to her.

Not knowing if her voice would come out sounding wonky or not, Shannon decided not to chance speaking. Quickly, she scanned the items spread on the counter and slid the carton of eggs in his direction. She gathered up the frozen loaf of garlic bread and held it out at arm’s length.

She shouldn’t be here. This was a big mistake. No, leaving the kids with Talia was the bigger mistake. There would have been no chance for her out-of-work libido to suddenly get busy with three little munchkins watching every move they made. Shannon rubbed her bare arms, her skin suddenly prickly, too sensitive.

Dean was taking a long time putting things away. Shannon wondered if he was hiding in the fridge. Maybe she made him nervous. But he was in his own home now. He should be comfortable, right? How did this agoraphobia thing work?

Should she offer to leave? Who knew when she’d have another chance to help him help himself … without having to run herd on her young crew? She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. When was he finally going to turn around? I’ve made a recluse even worse. I’ve broken him. Tears pricked at the tender flesh of her eyelids.

“So what are we going to make first?”

Dean had shut the refrigerator and was now looking from Shannon to the rest of the groceries laid out on the counter. He didn’t look freaked out. His smile was warm, friendly. His vibrant green eyes were a much darker shade than she remembered. Did he pay for those blonde highlights or were they natural? He coughed delicately. Oh God, he was waiting for an answer and Shannon was staring like a love-struck teen.

“I guess that would depend on what we have to work with.” Shannon pasted a bright smile on her face and glanced around the spacious kitchen. “We’ve obviously got a stovetop and oven. The microwave will do in a pinch.”

She almost apologized when she saw Dean wince at that last statement. She didn’t intend to make him feel guilty for using one of modern science’s greatest inventions. She just wanted him to know he had options, and those options grew exponentially when he thought outside of that stainless steel box.

“You mean, do I have pots and pans and all those doo-dads for cooking?” At her nod, he kept going. “Yeah, I think I’m about as well stocked as a person can get. They just don’t get any use.”

Shannon and Dean spent the next hour going through the kitchen. While they inventoried his cooking supplies, she quizzed him on what he liked to eat. His was a simple palate, classic meat and potatoes. He complained about the fact that there was no drive-thru burger joints within a fifteen-mile radius. Shannon actually had to agree with him on that one. Small towns, while charming, did have their drawbacks.

“There you go, that’s all the more reason to learn to cook at home. It won’t feel quite so much like a punishment.”

“When we were on the road I’d get so sick of fast food, uh—” Dean cut himself off abruptly, and made a lot of noise clanging pots together underneath the counter.

He was hiding again. On the road? What did he mean by that? Shannon’s brow wrinkled and she reached a finger up to smooth out the bunched skin. There was a lot more to her mysterious neighbor than she realized.

That may have been enough to turn away a lesser woman, but Shannon worked for a boss whom she saw maybe four months out of the year. Her days were consumed with cooking, cleaning, and keeping three preschoolers out of trouble. It wasn’t enough to keep her imaginative brain active. She craved adventure, mystery. She could be way off base about Dean, but she was having too much fun trying to fill in the gaps. Now if she could only convince her body that her neighbor was off limits. Men were trouble; even men with tight buns who avoided potentially revealing conversation by practically climbing inside their kitchen cabinets.


CHAPTER FIVE

She must think I’m a horse’s ass! Arms crossed over his bare chest as he raised his upper body off the floor for another crunch, Dean scowled. An image of the curvy redhead next door rose in his mind. He pictured her standing before him, delicate little hands braced on those scrumptious hips, a perfectly shaped brow lifted in mockery. Avoid intimacy much?

Dean closed his eyes and replayed the memory reel that had been on a loop since Shannon had left the other day. They’d been talking about not having the kids around. Naturally, his mind went … there. Who wouldn’t want to take advantage of a little alone time with such a sexy woman? He’d almost kissed her! What had he been thinking? This self-imposed isolation was wreaking havoc on his control. And then slipping up by talking about his past?

He could have come clean. It would have been a hell of a lot easier than keeping his former identity secret. Dean was so tempted to trust that Shannon was not like all the others. But trust was earned, and he hadn’t known Shannon long enough to build that platform.

Dean pumped out another set of sit-ups, then bounced up on the balls of his bare feet. He padded across the plush carpet and snagged his water bottle off the bedside table. Taking a few quenching gulps of liquid, he pushed open the slider and stepped out onto the balcony.

The balcony off the master suite of Dean’s house (he refused to call it a mansion) was what had sold him on the place. The Atlantic Ocean, in all her glory, spread out before him. From here he could watch the whipped up froth of a nasty storm or the placid calm of a warm summer day. The salty tang in the air soothed his senses, reminded him of his place in Malibu. He closed his eyes and listened to the surf, imagining he was back home.

He settled into a wrought iron chair, put his water bottle on the mosaic-tiled bistro table, and reached for the guitar that was always close by. His fingers picked out chords on their own, his voice rumbling out words to a song he’d sung a thousand times, if not more. Did he miss his old life? Yeah, but not in the way he thought he would. Dean tapped his foot and bobbed his head in time to the song, staring absently at the unbroken surface of the water.

Shrieks of laughter reached his ears from a point just below him and to the left. Shannon’s kids were playing in his yard again. He’d had to give up the ogre persona. They just weren’t buying it. He grinned, thinking of the three little rapscallions from next door. They were exactly what he deserved for thinking he could just escape from the world and no one would notice.

Except it wasn’t the kids who seemed to take the most notice. It was their mother. Shannon was so far removed from the type of women that ran in his social circle back home that he just didn’t know what to think of her. Is she for real? Had crossed his mind on more than one occasion. She didn’t seem to want anything from him. She thought she was helping him.

Okay, she was helping him. Dean didn’t know a spatula from a saucepan and Shannon had nailed it when she suggested knowing a few cooking skills would increase his food choices. It had been second nature to pick up the phone, back in Malibu, for whatever tempted his palate. In Scallop Shores, however, the only thing he could get delivered was his mail. Learning to become more self-sufficient was definitely something Dean would benefit from. Getting to spend more time with his fiery neighbor wasn’t too bad either.

Dean set the guitar down and stretched his long legs out on the chair opposite him. Reaching for his water bottle, he took a few pulls and wiped his mouth on his bare arm. He held the perspiring plastic bottle to his forehead and sighed as the coolness penetrated his heated skin. Eyes closed, he inhaled the clean scents around him. He picked out the beach roses that grew along the rocks. The tall pines were a sharp contrast. Then, ah, there it was. Shannon was putting her wet laundry out on the line. If he listened carefully, Dean could hear the snap of wet sheets and pillowcases.

He grinned. This woman had enough on her plate, raising three active five-year-olds. To bypass the convenience of a dryer spoke volumes about her character. Shannon was not afraid of hard work. In fact, Dean noticed she seemed to go out of her way to find the harder, more time-consuming way of doing something. Did the woman ever take a break? Did she have anyone who would help her out the way she had come to him?

Dean’s cell phone suddenly chimed to life in the bedroom. He ran in and grabbed it off the bedside table, thumbing the answer button before bringing it to his ear.

“Dean, Marty Kincaid here. I’m just making sure you got that paperwork I sent over last week.” The paternity suit paperwork that wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on? Yeah, got it.

“I got the paperwork, Marty. It’s a complete waste of both our time. You know that.”

“So you want to settle this one? She’s asking for a one-time payment of 2.4 million.”

“2.4? Not two million or two and a half million? 2.4?” Dean snorted. “She’s been watching too many lawyer shows on TV.”

“How do you want to handle this one, Dean? Are we settling?”

Something in him snapped. This wasn’t happening again. He refused to let this happen to him again. Nostrils flaring, fist clenching and unclenching, Dean gritted his teeth to keep from yelling at the lawyer who was really on his side.

“I’m not settling this one, Marty. I’m not the father. I know it. She knows it. She can rot in hell before she takes a free ride at my expense.”

“But you usually just settle to avoid the drama. What if this draws you back into the spotlight?”

“Get a DNA test. Nail her to the wall with the results. That witch is not getting her hands on my money.” Dean’s mood was reflected in the white caps that had appeared on the ocean’s surface. He glared at the horizon and the water got choppier still.

“I’m on it, buddy. We’ll set an example by Ms. Cresswell. Maybe this will be the last woman who cries Daddy.”

“She can be the last or not. I’m not letting myself be used as a convenient ATM ever again!” Dean disconnected the call and threw the phone on the bed.

The wind carried in the sound of the triplets giggling as they played. Dean was no longer in the mood to be charmed. Slamming the slider closed, he stalked from his bedroom. Pity party for one, now commencing.

• • •

“So, Brenna tells me your new neighbor is handsomer than her Ken doll. I’d say that’s pretty high praise, coming from a five-year-old.”

Shannon let out a belly laugh and clamped a hand over her mouth before she could wake the children sleeping down the hall. She snuggled into a corner of the couch, tucking her feet under a soft, yellow throw pillow. The laptop was perched on her knees and her mother smiled at her from 3,000 miles away.

“Yeah, Dean certainly has the ‘Ken doll’ look down. I can’t wait until it gets a little warmer and we get to see him without his shirt on.” She gasped in shock. “Oh God, I can’t believe I just said that.” Shannon darted her gaze away from the computer screen while a warm blush suffused her face and neck.

“Nothing wrong with that! Child, you closed yourself off to the opposite sex the second the door shut behind Vincent. You aren’t a nun, Shannon. Women have needs too.”

Fantastic. Modern technology has brought us Skype, so that we may now have intimately embarrassing conversations with our mothers on the other side of the country, face to face. Shannon frowned back at her mother. The amused grin on the older woman’s face showed clearly that she didn’t seem the least bit uncomfortable with the conversation.

“Look who’s talking? Dad left when I was three. You never so much as looked at a man while I was growing up. You were always working.”

“Not always. Like I said, women have needs too.” Shannon’s mom, Catherine, arched one perfectly waxed brow.

“Ew! Ew! So not going there!” Shannon waved her hands in front of her face, willing herself not to think of her mother sneaking out for late night bootie calls. She shuddered.

“Okay, I’m done lecturing. But it’s clear you’re interested in this guy. It would just be a shame if you wasted an opportunity because of your … okay, our pasts.” Catherine leaned in close and her face filled up most of the screen. “So tell me about Dean. The kids think he’s the second coming.”

“He’s so nice, Mom. And he’s great with the triplets. He can’t tell Brady from Brian. I think he’s too embarrassed to say anything though. I can tell Brenna is developing her first crush. She’s already asked if she can have him over for a tea party … and the rest of us are not invited.”

Shannon reached out for her tea, cooling on the side table. She snagged a mini chocolate chip cookie from the small stack she’d allowed herself. Smiling at the computer screen, she nodded when Catherine lifted her own mug of tea and nibbled at a cookie that looked like it had come straight out of the same package Shannon’s had.

They called this their weekly tea time. Catherine had Tuesday nights free. She would Skype with her grandchildren earlier in the evening, allowing Shannon time to clean up a little while her kids were busy talking. Then after Shannon put the triplets to bed, they reconnected for some mother/daughter time. Catherine kept Shannon supplied with various herbal teas that her friend Trudy sold in her shop in Carmel. Shannon, in turn, would send her mother packages of cookies that she’d loved while living in Maine but couldn’t find in California.

“The poor guy.” Shannon swallowed a bite of cookie and chased it with a quick sip of tea. “He’s got agoraphobia.” She shook her head sadly. “At least I think that’s what’s going on. He hides in his house every day, hardly ever comes out. When he’s out in public, he’s always looking over his shoulder. He just looks spooked, Mom.”

Even alone in his house he didn’t act 100% comfortable. He’d sure seemed out of sorts when she was there without the kids. Shannon had half expected him to climb all the way into the cupboards and pull the doors closed behind him. Maybe it was just her he was avoiding. Wow, that thought sucked.

“And if I know my girl, you have been trying to draw him out. You think he’d have a more full and satisfying life if he got out and lived a little. How am I doing?” Catherine snapped a cookie in half and popped one piece in her mouth.

“Yeah, only I’ve just been thinking that I’m probably pushing too hard. Maybe I’m the reason he seems so uncomfortable.”

“Or maybe he’s dealing with his own man/woman issues and doesn’t know how to tell you he’s attracted to you?”

“Geez, Mom, when did you get so romantic? It’s like you’re seeing couples everywhere.”

“Funny you should say that.”

Shannon’s heart thumped double time and she had the crazy urge to slam the laptop shut, running from the room with her hands over her ears yelling “lalalala.” Schooling her features so she didn’t look as freaked out as she felt, Shannon took a deep breath.

“What’s going on, Mom?”

“I’m bringing someone with me when I visit next month. Someone special.” Now it was Catherine’s turn to blush; the gentle pink made her eyes sparkle brighter. She looked ten years younger.

“I don’t know if there’s room. Ms. Sheffield will be here with a houseful of guests.” Shannon bit her lip, hoping her excuse was enough for her mother to abandon the idea of bringing her man friend.

“Oh, don’t worry about putting us up, dear. We’re planning on staying at the Rose Arbor, that old bed and breakfast on Route 1.”

“But you always stay with us!” Shannon’s tone was wheedling, but she didn’t care. “What will I tell the kids?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Shannon, I’ll be ten minutes down the road. It won’t change our visit in the least,” Catherine tsked.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.” Shannon held on to a brittle smile for all she was worth. “Of course we’ll have a great time. The kids can’t wait to see you again.”

By silent agreement, the women moved on to safer topics: Catherine’s job at the art gallery, the beautiful weather in Carmel, the pesto pizza Shannon made for dinner that night. They finished their tea and cookies. Catherine shook her nearly-empty box and remarked that she’d have to make room in her luggage for as many boxes as she could fit. Gently, she touched the screen, as though she could feel her daughter’s soft cheek beneath her fingertips.

“It’s getting late for you, sweetheart. I’m going to sign off and let you get some rest.”

“I love you, Mom. Talk to you next week.” They waved and blew kisses as they reached out to shut down their Skype sessions.

Shannon sighed as she carried the laptop to the dining room table. She returned for her tea mug, breathing deeply of the lingering scents of chamomile and spearmint. Dropping the mug and the plate of cookie crumbs in the sink, Shannon brushed off her hands on a dishtowel.

Her fingers itched to go back and wash and dry those two items sitting in the sink. Shaking her head, she snapped off the overhead light and darted out of the kitchen before she could go back and work … again. “You’re off duty,” she reminded herself.

Tip-toeing down the hall, though her triplets probably could have slept through an earthquake, Shannon peeked into Brenna’s room. The little girl had kicked off her covers and was currently facing the footboard. Shannon tucked the comforter around her, making sure Gabriella Tink, Brenna’s current favorite teddy bear, was within reach.

In Brian and Brady’s room, Shannon had to navigate her way through a minefield of tiny cars and trucks in order to reach the beds. She gathered a stack of picture books from Brady’s bed and returned them to the basket on the floor. She kissed his temple, smoothing a lock of hair down that would surely spring back to life by morning. Brian lay on his tummy, his little behind sticking up in the air, just like he’d slept since he was a baby. Shannon dropped a kiss on his velvety cheek as she pulled the blankets up for him. With a last, lingering look, Shannon left the boys’ bedroom. Oh, these kids were her life. She would do anything in the world for them.

Slipping into a comfy pair of pink fleece pajamas, Shannon slid between the cool sheets of her big bed. Her oversized bed. She stretched out, spread eagle, and still didn’t come near the edges of the bed. She rolled over and snuggled into the pillows. Who would have thought her mother would be the one to suggest she tend to her “woman’s needs”? Ugh. Now the idea had been planted, Shannon couldn’t stop squirming.

She pictured the mattress sinking as a warm body climbed in and spooned her from behind. No surprise whom that warm body belonged to. She could almost hear Dean’s deep voice rumbling in her ear. She flopped over, the emptiness of the other side of the bed making it appear twice as big. Shutting her eyes against the depressing sight, Shannon ignored the single tear that managed to sneak past her defenses and slide down her cheek.


CHAPTER SIX

The morning had turned quickly, from balmy to sticky. Dean stripped off his t-shirt, using it to mop his forehead before tossing it to the ground. In Malibu he’d hired workers to mow his lawn, trim the edges, and keep his yard looking neat. Perhaps there were yard maintenance workers out here in Maine, too, but the fewer people trampling through his property the better. Scowling, Dean remembered the times he’d found reporters and photographers camped out in his bushes. The mile-high security gates hadn’t been an obstacle—and neither had their morals, apparently.

So he’d mowed his own lawn. It’d been a hell of a lot bigger than he had realized. And he had learned the hard way that his lawn mower didn’t come with the handy feature that collects the clippings. And so he had raked. Contemplating a visit to the nearest home improvement warehouse for the latest in time-saving lawn maintenance equipment, Dean attacked the weeds growing under the rose bushes.

Sitting back on his haunches, he surveyed the yard. Not bad for a first timer. His head guy in Malibu, Luis, would have cut the grass on the diagonal. He left nice, neat rows. Dean’s yard on this opposite coast had long, wobbly lines that looked mostly like he’d taken nearly as many beer breaks as he had lawn-cutting time. Practice. That’s all he needed.

A rustling sounded where he now knew the break in the hedge to be. Dean caught a flash of bright blue and an even brighter shade of brilliant copper. Shannon must have turned her back, for her little chicks were flying the coop. His upper lip curling in amusement, Dean turned his own back. They played this game nearly every day now. The triplets snuck into his yard and he pretended not to notice. Intensely curious, they followed him about, hiding wherever they could find cover. At some point, Shannon would call for the children and they would run scampering home.

Brushing his palms against well-worn denim, Dean strode off toward the shed. He had bought several flats of flowers, intending to brighten up the yard, make it seem more like home. The patter of little sneakers sounded behind him. Giving them enough time to duck out of sight, Dean turned with exaggerated slowness. He chuckled when he spied one of the boys scrunched down behind the lawnmower. Brenna posed, stiff as a statue, behind a skinny sapling. He couldn’t see the other one, but knew they traveled in threes.

“Boy, there sure are a lot of flowers to plant. I may have gotten in over my head here. I wish I had some help.”

As he’d predicted, the kids burst from their hiding places, eager smiles glued to their tiny faces. Everyone chattered at once. Brenna complimented him on his choice of colors. Brian offered suggestions on what tools they would need. Brady gestured, with huge sweeps of his arms, where he thought the flowers would look best. Dean shoved a hand through his hair, looking from one child to another and trying desperately to keep track of the conversation. What had he gotten himself into?

Taking the lead, before it could be taken from him, Dean hefted a bag of gardening soil to the maple tree at the back of the lawn. He ringed the tree with some healthy nutrients and then returned for some bright yellow marigolds. His little helpers dove right in, obviously no strangers to planting spring flowers. Dean looked at the brand new gardening gloves he’d left sitting with the rest of the supplies, tags still attached. Then he looked down at the triplets. They were elbow-deep in soil and dirt from around the tree. Each one of them had a smudge somewhere on their face.

Shrugging aside any reservations, Dean dropped to his knees, summoned his inner child, and dug his bare hands into the soil. Oh, it felt good. Digging the ground brought back memories he hadn’t thought about in years. Dean and his brother, Flynn, used to dig in the backyard for hours. One day, they would be searching for long-lost treasure. Another day, they could be burying something infinitely valuable. He grinned and swiped at his jaw, recalling the time they swore they had discovered a dinosaur. It turned out to be a beloved pet from some previous owner of their house. The morbidity of stumbling upon a grave had thrilled the young boys to no end.

Working alongside his pint-sized neighbors, Dean actually found himself having a good time. He’d never spent much time around young children. He assumed they always needed their noses wiped, whined at the tiniest thing, and needed help with absolutely everything. Color him surprised when the triplets were the ones to explain to him roughly how far apart to plant the marigold starts. Dean nearly ripped the first one in half as he struggled to pull it out of the plastic container. Brady laid a gentle hand on his arm and showed him how to tap the bottom of the pot to jiggle the plant loose.

Remembering something from the other day, Dean tried his hand at conversation.

“So, Brenna, how is Rosie doing?” He held his breath as he waited to see if this was a tear-inducing topic or if it was relatively safe.

She giggled and shook her head slowly, as if he were the small child and she the wise, mature adult. “She’s right here. Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

Uh oh. The pressure was on, too, as the boys had turned to see how Dean would handle this situation. Brian looked quite smug, clearly expecting him to fall on his face. Brady looked like he felt sorry for him, his own smile a little sad. Taking a deep breath and facing this challenge he’d brought on himself, Dean turned to face the empty space beside Brenna. Okay, it’s go time.

“Hello there, Rosie. How are you on this fine sunshiny day?”

“Mr. Dean? Rosie is watching us from the tree branch.” Brenna pointed right above his head. She wasn’t going to make this easy on him at all.

Expecting the boys to have a good laugh at his expense, Dean jumped when the laughter he heard came in melodic peals from behind him. He sprang to his feet, turning around and wiping his grimy hands on his jeans. He waited for a good ribbing from Shannon but it turned out he wasn’t the only one caught by surprise. She had stopped laughing and now stood staring, with her mouth forming an O.

“Um, hi. I found these trespassers and decided to use them for slave labor as punishment. Though Rosie, there, just isn’t pulling her weight.”

He had meant it to be funny, but caught the wince that pinched Shannon’s features for the briefest of moments. Her hands were on her hips and she looked tired. Her smiling cherubs, fortunately, didn’t notice the tension and continued to look as innocent as they surely felt.

“Hey, let’s try and remove a layer or two of this dirt and I’ll go get us a drink.”

Dean ushered the kids to the side of the house where the hose was kept reeled. Shannon ran ahead, let out a length of hose and turned on the water. She ordered all hands turned out for a spray down, including him in the lineup. She aimed the hose at Brenna’s dirty toes, peeking out of their sequined sandals. The boys howled in mock horror as their mother pretended to lose control of the hose and soaked them down good.

“Please, don’t shoot!” Dean held up his hands in surrender, waiting to be Shannon’s next target. Even minus one shirt, it was a hot afternoon and the spray would definitely be welcome.

Looking up at him through thick lashes, he caught a hint of pure feminine lust, before she swallowed hard and ducked her head. Instead of turning the hose on him, she handed Dean the nozzle and backed away. Apparently, playtime was over.

Muttering something about going in for some juice, Dean beat a hasty retreat for the kitchen. He refused to acknowledge the feeling of not being included in the playful repartee as disappointment. He wasn’t part of their family. It shouldn’t matter. He was living the solitary life. Sometimes the solitary life sucked.

• • •

Shannon stuffed her hands in her pockets and stared hungrily as Dean strode past her. His broad back glistened with sweat. Blond hair curled damply against his neck. Two dirty handprints, one on each cheek, decorated his tight jeans. Large handprints they were, too. The man had some seriously good genes.

Taking a deep breath, Shannon turned to face her children. She couldn’t yell at them for sneaking over here. She’d known darned well what they were up to. She had all but given the go ahead when she turned her focus to weeding out her vegetable garden. And it wasn’t just today. Yesterday, she had watched them sidle through the hedge while she was busy clipping coupons at the patio table. The day before, it had been while she was washing the windows.

If the triplets just happened to end up in Dean’s yard, then gosh darned it, it would be remiss of her not to go over and retrieve them. God, when had she turned into such a sex-starved stalker? She had to put a stop to this now.

“Hey, guys, we’ve talked about this. It might have been okay to come over and play in this yard when no one lived here. But the rules have changed now. Mr. Dean lives here and he deserves his privacy.”

“But we were helpin’ him, Mommy.” Brenna’s eyes were huge, her expression sincere.

“Yeah, he said he bought too much flowers and didn’t know what he was gonna do,” Brady added.

“And that was Mr. Dean’s very polite way of making the best out of a frustrating situation.” The kids just stared blankly.

“Actually, we were having fun. Really.” Dean had slipped up behind them. He gestured for the kids to head on up to the big cedar deck. Placing one of those magnificently large hands at the small of Shannon’s back and guided her up the steps.

“Uh, so I figured beer was out. I’m not sure what the younger crowds are drinking these days, so I poured them some orange juice. I hope that’s okay.”

Still getting over the shock of Dean touching her, instead of running for cover, Shannon could only nod. Her children were tearing through a bag of double-stuff Oreos. She made a mental note to buy him a replacement. She lowered herself into a patio chair and accepted the icy cold Corona that Dean handed her.

“We aren’t kids, right?” He winked.

Shannon returned his warm smile, while resisting the urge to crawl into his lap. Dear God, would the man please put on a shirt! Her poor, deprived (or was it depraved) body couldn’t take the torture. Breathe, Shannon. He’s just a man. And she was not in the market for one of those. But as long as he was going to sit in front of her, half-naked, she’d enjoy the show. She wasn’t a nun.

“This isn’t what you wanted, what you expected, when you moved up here. I’m sorry for that.”

“I’m learning to be flexible.”

“Yes, but you shouldn’t have to.” Shannon took a fortifying sip of beer and set the sweating bottle back on the table. “I promised to keep them out of your yard and I’ve broken my promise.”

“I’m not complaining, Shannon. Have you heard me tell them to get out?” The words came out in a deep rumble that sent shivers up her spine.

“What can I say? You are very kind.”

“Oh, just stuff it!” Shannon’s raised eyebrows reached her hairline. “Yeah, I was trying to hide at first. I’m still trying to hide.” Dean rubbed a thumb back and forth over the gold and blue Corona label. “But not from you guys.”

“You said you wanted peace and quiet. You wanted us to give you your space.” She found herself mesmerized by the motion of that thumb, wishing it were her hand he was stroking, instead of a beer bottle.

“I may have been wrong.” His bright green eyes focused on the glass bottle in front of him.

He looked nervous. Was he making a play? Oh, God! Did she even want him to? Shannon leaned forward in her chair, twisting her head to the side so he was forced to meet her gaze. They just sat, quietly studying each other. That thumb had stopped rubbing. Dean dropped his hand to the glass tabletop. Boldly, Shannon covered it with hers. She had expected him to yank his away and was happy to be mistaken.

Smiling shyly, Shannon sat back in her chair and raised her face to the sun. The heat warmed her limbs, made her want to curl up like a cat and take a nap. She hadn’t felt this relaxed in so long. A shrill scream rent the air, turning her blood to ice. Shannon whipped her head around. The triplets had abandoned their snack and juice and were no longer on the deck. Scrambling out of her chair, she saw Dean streaking across the lawn.

“Mommy! Brady’s hurt, Brady’s hurt,” Brenna choked out in breathless sobs.

Shannon raced to her son, fear giving her feet wings. Dean already cradled the injured boy in his lap, beneath the maple tree. Brian and Brenna made room for their mother to sink to the ground in front of Dean. Her assessing gaze studied her son, starting at his mussed hair and traveling down his body. When she got to his chest and saw him holding his left arm tight to his body with his right, she blew out a long breath and tried to put on a smile for Brady’s benefit.

“Aw, baby. Can you lift your arm?” They all waited, breath held, as Brady attempted to raise his arm, and failed.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” Brady was crying and when Shannon tried to take him from Dean, he held on tight. “I’m so very sorry.” She realized Brady was trying to apologize to Dean.

“What’s to be sorry about, bud? I should be apologizing to you, leaving that dangerous tree here.” Dean’s attempt at humor earned a small, watery smile.

“Your flowers. I busted up your flowers.” Everyone looked down to see that roughly half the flowers they had planted were now trampled flat.

“Hey, if those flowers helped cushion your fall and kept you from breaking both arms, then it was well worth it.”

Shannon walked quickly beside Dean as he carried Brady up to the house. She silently cursed herself for being the worst mother ever. Way to pay attention! Her kid was off climbing trees, unbeknownst to her because she had been busy making goo-goo eyes at the neighbor.

How could she have been so selfish? The first time she let her guard down and one of her babies got hurt. Shannon swallowed back the sob that burned in her lungs. There would be time for crying later.


CHAPTER SEVEN

They were lucky it wasn’t a compound fracture. Dean had seen someone fall off the stage during rehearsal once, and the resulting break had shoved the ankle bone out of the skin like it was a jagged knife. He didn’t mind admitting he had come damned close to throwing up when he saw it. Brady was trying so hard not to cry. The poor guy was putting on such a brave front. Probably didn’t want to scare his mom any more than he had. Dean totally got that.

“We can take my SUV. There is plenty of room for the kids in the back.” Dean strode purposefully toward the driveway.

“They need their booster seats. I’ve got this, Dean. It’s not your responsibility.” She was shutting him out. Her eyes reflected the cold steel that had slammed down between them.

“Fine. You take Brady to the emergency room and I’ll watch the other two.”

Still carrying the little boy, Dean hurried to Shannon’s yard and waited at the blue minivan for her to run in and grab her purse and the car keys. Brenna sniffled quietly at his side. Shannon hurried back to the car and opened the door. Gently, Dean deposited Brady in the nearest car seat and was nudged aside before he could even reach for the seat belt.

“He’s my son. I’ll buckle him in.” Mama bear was showing her claws. “Brian, Brenna, get in the car.”

“Shannon, this is ridiculous. You need to focus on Brady. You can’t do that with the other two there.”

“Do not tell me what to do. I have this under control. I do not need your help.” Her fingers trembled as she fastened the seat belt.

Dean waited until she was done and gently drew her aside. Shannon refused to meet his eyes. He rubbed his hands up and down her arms, trying to sooth rattled nerves, trying to shore up her strength. He remained silent. If he tried to hold her she might come undone, and she wouldn’t want the kids to see her like that. Holding her at arm’s length, Dean watched Shannon as she silently waged an inner battle.

“You need to be the best mom you can be to Brady right now. Let me watch Brian and Brenna. Please. It’s the only way I can think of to start making this up to you.”

Shannon’s head snapped up and she stared at him in confusion.

“You didn’t do anything. This isn’t your fault. I wasn’t watching him. It’s my job to protect him.” Hysteria edged the words that had Dean’s heart squeezing painfully.

He continued to rub her arms and waited for the hitch in her breathing to go back to normal. Her eyes never left his face. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him with her children. He understood that. It was the damned responsibility she couldn’t seem to relinquish. Shannon was determined to do it all on her own. She swallowed hard and tugged her arms out of his grasp, wrapping them tightly around her middle.

“Don’t feed them a ton of sugar if you don’t want to deal with a couple of crazy animals. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She tore her gaze away and herded up the other two children. “Be good for Mr. Dean. Cut him some slack, huh? Brady and I will be back soon. I bet he’ll have a super cool cast for you two to sign.” Hooking an arm around each child, she hugged them hard and dropped a kiss on both carrot-topped heads.

Dean gathered the kids out of the way of the minivan and waved goodbye. Everyone stood awkwardly for a few moments. As the reality of the situation hit, he was stunned to realize he’d just offered to watch not one, but two five-year-olds. He’d never babysat a day in his life! Were they potty trained? Please, God, let them be potty trained.

“Let’s plant more flowers. We can fix the squished parts,” Brian declared.

“Yeah, that will make Brady feel better.” Brenna slipped her hand into Dean’s as they headed back to his yard by way of the break in the Arborvitae.

Simple logic, really, but it worked for him. Dean and the remaining two triplets cleared the ruined marigolds away and planted more. He really had bought more than he had any idea what to do with. Brenna and Brian hauled a heavy watering can to the tree and Dean helped them lift it to sprinkle the ring of newly planted flowers with water. Then, once again, they headed for the hose to rinse their messy hands and knees.

Panic tried to rear its head again, now that a new activity did not immediately present itself. What would Shannon do? Dean thought to himself. He remembered her warning about sugary snacks and thought it best to stay away from food altogether.

“Can we watch TV?” Brenna batted her eyelashes hopefully.

“Yeah, got any movies?”

Dean mentally went through the stack of DVDs he owned, trying to rate them in terms of suitability. Most were of the “blow ’em up” variety. Shannon would have his head. He didn’t think he owned anything Disney-esque. Eh, they could find something On Demand.

Not fully comfortable with two five-year-olds parking it on his couch for an extended length of time, Dean suggested they both use the bathroom. He raised a silent prayer that they wouldn’t need his help in there.

The gods were smiling down at him this time. He didn’t have to wipe any butts. If it stayed this easy, he could actually handle this babysitting thing.

“Mr. Dean, can I sit in your lap?” Brenna sat on the couch, looking tiny and very vulnerable.

Dean looked from her to her brother. They waited, expectantly. He hadn’t actually intended to watch the movie with them. He had a lot of email to catch up on. Already seated in his comfy recliner, laptop open and booting up, Dean hoped they would take the hint. Nope.

Oh, wow, this was so out of his comfort zone. Dean settled on the couch and waited for Brenna to climb onto his lap. She curled a strand of hair around her forefinger and snuggled into his chest.

Apparently assuming that this was a party, and anyone could join in, Brian shifted across the cushions until he was flattened against Dean’s side. With his one remaining free hand, Dean flipped through the offerings on the screen. The kids ended up choosing Charlotte’s Web, assuring him they had this at home and watched it all the time.

“Mr. Dean? Do you think Brady is okay?”

“I think he’s probably feeling much better now that he’s gotten a lot of fussing over by all the doctors and nurses at the ER.”

He knew a lot had ridden on that answer, as he could feel both tiny bodies melt with relief. Poor kids were scared for their brother. Dean bet they’d never had to be split up like this before. He placed a comforting arm around each child and settled in to watch a barnyard full of animals talk like humans.

• • •

She owed him big. It had been a few days since Shannon had collected the kids from Dean’s house and rushed off. She hadn’t known what to say then, and she didn’t have a clearer idea now. Shannon watched the kids running through the sprinkler, Brady’s cast wrapped in a plastic bag to keep it dry. She was hovering, she knew it, keeping her precious family in a bubble. She was so used to going it alone that her instincts told her to shut out the world.

Dean had stopped by the day after the accident. He knocked at the door, standing on the porch with the biggest teddy bear she had ever seen. It would have been so easy to open the door, let him into their bubble. But she didn’t. Seeing him brought all that guilt to the forefront. She recalled reaching for Dean’s hand on his deck, then hearing Brady scream. Bile clawed at her throat as she ignored the rapping. Tears pricked her eyelids when the triplets asked why she wouldn’t let Mr. Dean in.

Now who was playing the hermit? Shannon slouched in her lawn chair, her eyes drawn to the gap in the arborvitae. Come back over, she willed. No, don’t! Oh, this was insane. She had proven that hormones clouded her mothering instincts. Compartmentalize. She could do this. Shove all that lust into a deep dark box, wrap it in chains, and throw a big ol’ boulder on it for good measure.

A high shriek had Shannon halfway out of her chair before she realized it was a shriek of delight. She stood up, rubbing her arms briskly. She flashed an overly bright smile at the triplets so they wouldn’t be alarmed. Brady waved his grocery bag-wrapped arm at her. Bless him, he was such a trooper. She was so lucky to have her children. They were her life. She didn’t need anything … or anyone else.

“Great day for a run in the sprinkler, isn’t it?”

Shannon’s head snapped around and she jumped back to find Dean standing right behind her.

“So, yeah, I can see the attraction. Sneaking through that hedge is kind of fun.” His bright eyes were full of merriment.

“I believe our roles have officially reversed.” She knew she was sounding snotty, but if it pushed him away, so much the better.

“Are you asking me to leave?” His quiet voice sounded just the tiniest bit hurt.

He’d given her an out. Shannon closed her eyes, blew out a sigh, and pictured that box. Mentally, she tugged on the chains and hoped to God they’d hold. She opened her eyes and gave him a half smile.

“I want to apologize. I didn’t thank you properly for saving my butt the other day. You did me a huge favor, watching Brian and Brenna for me.”

“It’s what neighbors do. We help each other.”

“Neighbors.” The chains on that box started rattling and she added a huge troll to sit atop the boulder. There. She could do this.

“So, how’s the patient?” Dean paused and did a double-take when he saw the plastic bag encasing Brady’s plaster cast.

“Couldn’t ask for a better one. He’s been so cheerful, doesn’t complain. Loves the attention, naturally. As long as he has regular doses of ice cream, he’s a champ.”

“And how is his mom? I’ve got to admit, she didn’t look so good when I saw her last.”

“His mom is up to her eyeballs in mommy-guilt right now. But she’ll pull through. Just give her a little time.” Shannon lifted her shoulders to her ears and let them drop back down.

“It’s a rite of passage, you know? Every kid has to have that cool story that they can talk up at camp or sleepovers or whatever.”

“Oh, yeah? What was your rite of passage?” Shannon looked Dean up and down, trying to figure out where his battle scars lay.

“Mine? I was riding on the back of my buddy’s bike—barefoot. Foot slipped, got mangled in the spokes. Took most of the skin off the top. Wasted too much of the summer on the couch. I would have much rather broken my arm.”

Shannon’s face scrunched up in disgust and her muscles bunched in commiseration. Just hearing that one made her hurt. She caught herself as her hand had already begun to reach out, to comfort the child that Dean had been. Stop it!

Ironically, it was Dean who reached out to sooth. He clasped Shannon’s hand in his own and squeezed, holding it just a moment before letting it go.

“Just don’t wallow too long, okay? You really have nothing to feel guilty about.”

He dashed over to the kids, pretending that the spray of water was a force field he couldn’t penetrate. They howled with laughter. Shannon tried not to notice how perfect they all looked together.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Dean nearly fell from bed in his haste to answer the doorbell. It wasn’t even 8 o’clock in the morning. Something had to be wrong at Shannon’s. He stubbed his toe on the bedroom doorframe and slid down the first three stairs. His heart knocked at his chest as loudly as the banging on the door. Who was hurt this time?

“Dino! ’Bout damned time. Did I wake you?” The chuckle that followed suggested his dear friend, and former bandmate, was quite pleased with himself.

“Jax? What the hell are you doing here?”

Dean dug the heels of his hands into his eyes and blew out a noisy sigh of frustration. The fear Dean had felt upon waking had pulled his nerves taut. Now, as they relaxed, he was left totally wrung out.

“Dude, you went off the radar. Everyone’s asking about you.”

He didn’t even bother to hide the snort that particular news elicited. Leading the way into the kitchen at the back of the house, Dean gestured to a stool at the granite counter. He filled the carafe with water and played thumb war with the coffee filters. Knowing Jax didn’t like his coffee strong, Dean threw an extra scoop into the basket, his humor somewhat restored.

“So … what? You take the red eye in?”

“Surprise.” Jax leaned in and snagged an apple out of the wire basket in the center of the island. He took a huge bite and grinned around the mouthful.

“I told you guys I wanted some time. We’ll have the house warming to end all house warmings, but …” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

The coffee finished brewing and Dean doctored his, leaving Jax to fend for himself. He stepped out onto the deck and stood at the railing. His eyes were drawn to the patio table, where he and Shannon had begun to have a “moment.”

Then, because she felt that her son’s fall from the tree was actually her fault, she had erected this ridiculous wall. Even crazier was the fact that this frustrated and disappointed him to no end. He was supposed to be hiding out from all things female. Women were trouble. Women were paternity suits and settlements, headaches and … And yet, Shannon was none of that.

“Whatcha thinkin’ about?” Jax leaned a hip against the rail and grimaced as he took a slug of coffee.

“How complicated life can be.” Dean closed his eyes and breathed deep, the now familiar scents of the Atlantic coastline a soothing balm.

“What’s her name?”

“Shannon. Hey!” He glared over the rim of his coffee mug.

“You came here to get away from the estrogen set and things got even more messed up, huh?”

“In a nutshell.”

Jax swirled the liquid around in his cup, his grin having finally disappeared. He stared intently at the tree line. Dean groaned inwardly. Oh, he knew that look. He was being ambushed. Well, it didn’t matter. His answer was no.

“Out with it.” Dean wheeled on his friend and pinned him with a pointed look.

“This reality show contacted Jordie. They want to get the whole band in for interviews. Do some ‘where are they now?’ type stuff, ya know?”

“Have fun with that. I’ll pass.” He flung the dregs of his mug over the railing. Whether to fertilize or kill the lawn below, time would tell.

“It just means a quick trip back, Dino. Then you and Shannon can unravel whatever is making things complicated.” Jax sat down in a patio chair, stretching out his long legs.

“Ha!” Dean’s laugh was curt. “Stop calling me Dino. It’s Dean now. It’s been Dean for a long time now. I’m done with that life. It was fun while it lasted, but I’m done.” He started pacing, frowning when he tried to shove his hands into his jeans pockets, only to remember he was wearing sweats. “And this thing with Shannon? It’s being ‘Dino’ that is making it complicated!”

“Is she star-struck? After your millions? Has she asked you to introduce her to anyone yet?” Jax was every bit as familiar with the downside of dating when you were a celebrity as Dean was.

“She doesn’t know,” he spoke very softly.

“She doesn’t know how much you’re worth?” Jax stood up and stalked closer, a hand on his shoulder stopping Dean from wearing a path on the cedar planks.

“Shannon doesn’t know I’m Dino Valentine. She doesn’t know I used to be in a boy band. She doesn’t know she’s living next door to a celebrity has-been, or that I’m running away from yet another fake paternity suit.” That’s what was complicated.

• • •

The sun had already pushed its way through the early morning fog. The day was shaping up to be a hot one. Shannon finished wiping down the kitchen counters and tossed the sponge into the sink. Her little slug-a-beds had only just stumbled out for some Cheerios and juice. The usual morning chatter was replaced by yawns and bored sighs. Everyone picked listlessly at their breakfast. Time to shake things up a bit.

“Supposed to be a hot one today.” This was met with groans. “It would probably be a little cooler by the shore.” Wait for it …

“Yeah! We’re going to the beach!” Brian scrambled from his chair, sloshing milk on the table in his hurry to take his cereal bowl to the sink.

“Can we invite Drake and Danny to come with us? I still haven’t showed them my cast.” Brady visibly vibrated with excitement.

“Let’s see if they have any plans for today. Tumble Tots is closed.”

The kids raced off to put on swim trunks and a bathing suit. Shannon called her friend to invite her and the twins to the beach. Between Memorial Weekend and Labor Day Weekend, parking anywhere near the beach was challenging, to say the least. The early bird got the parking spot, and woe betide anyone forgetting to pack quarters. Oh, how the town relied on tourist season!

Leaving the triplets to figure out what sand toys, floats, and other essential toys to bring to the beach, Shannon packed a cooler. Ah, the first beach day of the season. She reached for the peanut butter but then remembered that little Danny was allergic to peanuts. Knowing her children’s penchant for sharing, that wasn’t a chance she was willing to take. Jam sandwiches it would be, then.

Shannon quickly sliced up a bunch of strawberries and slipped them in a baggie, looking forward to later in the summer when the blueberries would be ripe. She snagged a package of goldfish crackers out of the pantry, deciding to bring the whole bag, just to be on the safe side. She had already retrieved the beach cooler from the garage of the big house, hoping a great day would present itself soon.

She carried the heavy cooler, loaded down with food, drinks, and all the ice packs she could fit. Brenna stumbled out of the house in her Hello Kitty one-piece, swim goggles covering her eyes and a bright pink swim ring around her waist. Brian and Brady, using his one good arm, dragged a huge LL Bean tote bag full of every shovel, pail and sand mold they owned. Shannon suspected that, were she to look, the backyard sandbox would be completely devoid of toys.

Everyone scrambled up into their booster seats while Shannon loaded their beach-going supplies in the back of the minivan. Before she closed the trunk, she stopped and listened. There was the excited noise—the chatter and the giggling that had been missing this morning. She paused and looked over at the house next door.

Strange, but she almost felt guilty not asking Dean along. He’d probably say no, anyway. He didn’t seem to mind spending time with her little brood in the safety of their two houses, but the guy still wigged out over going into town. Shrugging, she hopped in the van and hoped the parking space gods were looking out for her.

The public lot was full, not a big surprise. Shannon drove through the meandering one-way street that looped around one of the three major beach areas. It wasn’t the closest to home, but with a zoo, amusement park, shops, and restaurants lining every square inch of space, it was definitely the most fun. She found a lone parking spot in a small lot that belonged to a fruit stand. They had a ton of foot traffic, so they probably wouldn’t begrudge her the space. Bonus points that she didn’t have to plug a parking meter!

Shannon’s monster cooler had wheels and a long, wide handle that could be collapsed when not in use. Those features sure came in handy now. She loaded all their beach-going supplies on the lid of the cooler. Taking the hand of the nearest triplet, she checked to make sure they were making their chain. As they’d gotten older, transporting these three had gotten much easier. Shannon no longer felt like she was trapped in her little cottage.

They met up with Talia and her boys on the boardwalk in front of the arcade. The kids were torn between wanting to rush right for the surf and wanting to play endless games of nickel skeeball. Shannon promised them a roll of nickels later in the afternoon. Satisfied, they jumped off the boardwalk and raced to find some rocks to anchor their beach blanket. Shannon and Talia followed, each loaded down with a day’s worth of fun.

“How ya holding up?” Talia adjusted the brim of her large sunhat and leaned back against her beach chair.

“I’m fine. What are you talking about?” Absently, she dug in the wet sand at her feet with a stick.

“I know you, Shan. And we aren’t that different. Brady got hurt on your watch. You’re bound to feel all kinds of guilty right now. Spill.”

Shannon shaded her eyes, watching a pleasure boat cruise by. She could barely make out the occupants, all of them young and scantily clad. Not a care in the world. They could flirt all they wanted. They could lose themselves in the moment, live life just for them.

“I forgot myself. I started to feel. I started to think I could have it all.” She was speaking softly, shame squeezing her throat as she forced the words through.

“Oh, crap—you were having a moment!” Talia clamped her hands down on her chair and angled it to face Shannon more directly. “Now listen to me. The timing sucked. I’ll give you that. But don’t think for a second that Brady got hurt because you were getting to know your hottie neighbor.”

“I’m not stupid. I know he would have climbed that tree regardless of whether he knew I was watching or not.”

“But you’re his mom and you can’t resist beating yourself up about it.”

“Bingo.”

Shannon leaned out of her chair and snagged a bottle of water from the cooler. She ran the cold plastic across her overheated forehead before twisting the cap and taking a long drink. She focused on the castle taking shape a few feet away. All five kids were working as a team.

“Remember a few months ago, when Danny had to have five stitches in his chin? Jeff made me swear not to tell anyone the whole story … but you need to hear this.”

Shannon capped her water and gave Talia her full attention. Her friend took a deep breath, bright pink dotting her high cheekbones.

“It wasn’t naptime for the boys yet. But Jeff was horny. So we put them in their room and told them to read books. We’d have a quickie and then go get them, right?”

Shaking her head in commiseration, Shannon grimaced. She remembered that incident … well, the part she had been told about. Drake had opened his dresser drawers like stairs, climbed up and jumped from the top of the dresser. He landed on his brother, Danny, who fell against the corner of the toy chest. He’d split open his chin.

“It happens to all of us. There is no such thing as a perfect parent. We’re all human.” Talia covered Shannon’s hand with one of her own. “Putting your own needs first is healthy. It’s not selfish. Bottling them up until they’re out of control? That’s not good for anyone.”

“Says the mother who had to take her son in for stitches because she was putting her needs first.”

“Oh, you want to talk mommy guilt? That kid got a new toy every day for almost two weeks.” Shannon laughed at that. Her heart felt lighter than it had since Brady’s accident. She would get through this.


CHAPTER NINE

Dean shoved the brim of his baseball cap low over his eyes. His mirrored sunglasses completed his incognito look. He shot an exasperated look at Jax, who had taken the proffered hat but flipped it backward.

“Do you even care that I have spent the last couple of weeks keeping as low a profile as possible? If you’re recognized, then it’s only a matter of seconds before they realize that the idiot with you is part of the band.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. Lighten up, dude. You think we’re gonna get mobbed?” The tone of his voice suggested Jax would rather enjoy the prospect.

“It’s not just the people that live in Scallop Shores. This is a tourist town. There are a heck of a lot more people walking around here this time of year.”

“Then A: You picked the wrong town to hide your butt in; and B: You picked the wrong time of year to settle in.”

“Or C: I made a huge mistake giving you my address.” Dean tipped his shades down and stared hard at his friend. Jax merely grinned.

Resigned to the fact that he was to play tour guide, Dean backed his SUV out of the garage and into the circular drive. Sparing another scathing glance at his friend, he silently gave thanks for the tinted windows on his vehicle. They couldn’t be recognized if they didn’t stop anywhere and get out. He could still maintain control over this situation.

Dean tried not to be too obvious while checking for Shannon’s minivan in her driveway. He was mildly disappointed when he found it missing. Maybe they’d gone into town. Oh, God—If they had gone into town and he had to introduce Jax … No, he wasn’t even going to think about that possibility.

“See that bakery right there? Best coffee in town. She also makes all her own pastries, so good you want to cry.”

“Little old lady?”

“Nah, she’s young.” Dean shook his head, already knowing where this was going. “Hey, no hookups on this trip, huh? I still have to live here after you come in and break hearts.”

Jax tsked, snapping his fingers at the missed opportunity.

“It’s a nice little town, I guess, as far as small towns go. I’ve kept a pretty low profile, but still … people are friendly, but not in a fake, pushy way. No one recognizes me. And there are no paparazzi. God, I can’t tell you how much I love that!”

They had already driven through the main part of town, with all the small Mom and Pop owned businesses. Every sign was handmade. Benches were scattered around. It wasn’t as crowded as the beach areas were. The benches were occupied by old men, their arms folded grumpily over their bellies like they were just daring the tourists to claim their spot.

Traffic got heavier as they reached the one-way portion of the road. Dean locked the power window mechanism on his side when he saw the way Jax was drooling over the bikini-clad women strolling along the beach shops. He rolled his eyes. Why couldn’t Gage have come to check up on him? Or Toby? Anyone, but the biggest flirt in the band.

Since his friend was otherwise occupied and traffic was at a crawl, Dean focused his attention on his surroundings. He had read that the town was incorporated in the 1600s, and there was evidence of that in the heart of town. But even out here at the beach, it was easy to see that these shops had been run by the same families for generations.

A crowd stood at the window of the candy store. A huge taffy-pulling machine had been placed right there for everyone to see how it was done, right down to the packaging of the saltwater taffy into their little wax paper wrappers. Instead of calling it saltwater taffy, the company called them “kisses.” Dean liked the peanut butter kisses the best.

“Check it out, there’s a parking spot right there!” Jax was eagerly pointing to an empty space and had even put a hand on the steering wheel to help guide Dean in the right direction.

“Now, hang on. I thought we could drive up the coast a ways and look for some lunch.”

“No way, Dino. I came out here to see your new digs. Let’s go local!”

Reluctantly, Dean pulled into the parking space and scrounged in his console for some quarters. Jax was already out of the car and nearly bouncing up and down on the sidewalk with excitement. The guy was like an eager puppy. Slowly sliding out of his side, Dean checked in his side mirror to make sure that his disguise was in place. If Jax got him recognized, he was going to kill him.

There was a fried seafood place at the end of the boardwalk. The friends headed that way and got in line to order clams and French fries. Carrying their greasy paper trays overflowing with fried clams, Dean and Jax found themselves followed, not by fans, but by greedy seagulls, waiting for them to drop something yummy. They found an empty spot at the railing and ate their lunch while looking out over the beach. At this hour the sand was nearly invisible, every square inch taken up by towels, blankets, and beach chairs.

Dean popped a fried clam in his mouth and nearly choked when he recognized Shannon sitting in one of the beach chairs near the water’s edge. His brain urged him to grab Jax and hightail it out of there before she saw him. His body rooted him to the spot, forcing him to memorize every inch of bared skin exposed by her one piece bathing suit. Knowing Shannon, it was meant to be practical, but to Dean it was sexy as hell.

Maybe she wouldn’t spot him. What were the odds that he’d have even spied her on that crowded beach? Before this rational thought could calm his racing nerves, she shaded her eyes and looked right at him. Crap! He turned away from the railing as she started to raise her arm to wave. Crap, crap, crap. Now she was going to ask questions. Could he just say he hadn’t seen her?

He turned slightly, trying to catch a second glimpse. A meaty fist took a hold of his heart and squeezed when he saw the look of hurt on her face. Oh, Shannon, you don’t deserve a jerk like me. Dean shoved a handful of fries in his mouth and found it really difficult to swallow past the lump of guilt that had lodged itself in his throat.

He was going to suggest to Jax that they start walking when he noticed the woman sitting with Shannon. He knew that look. That was definitely the “I know that I know you from somewhere” look. Crap on a Popsicle stick!

“Hey, Jax, there’s a place around the corner that has some really great ice cream. Ever tried blueberry streusel?” Dean got them moving away from the railing and back down the boardwalk. How was he going to get himself out of this one?

• • •

“It’s like it’s on the edge of my memory. I just feel like I’ve seen him before.”

Talia’s words had been buzzing around Shannon’s head ever since they’d come back from the beach a couple of days ago. Curiouser and curiouser. And Dean pretending not to have noticed her left a particularly stinging wound. Grouchy with herself and Dean, in equal parts, Shannon swept through the small cottage like a mini tornado.

Her mother was due to arrive any minute. Shannon had offered to pick them up from the airport, as this had been their usual routine until Roger came on the scene. She slapped the dampened sponge down on the counter and rubbed hard. “Roger rented us a car, dear. Isn’t he lovely?” had been her mother’s easy response. Maybe Roger was just as anxious to keep her at arm’s length as Shannon was with him.

Good grief! Her mom was pushing 50. She’d gone this long without a man in her life. Why did she have to go and get one now? Shannon stuck her tongue out at the petulant woman pouting back at her from the toaster. She swiped at her image on the shiny surface. She hated feeling like that small little girl who looked up to her mother, who counted on this woman for everything.

Catherine Fitzgerald had taught her daughter the most important thing she had ever learned—that women were not dependent on men to survive. Women could do quite well, perhaps even better, on their own. Thank you very much.

So why change the rules now? Sighing heavily, Shannon tossed the sponge into the mouth of a small ceramic toad sitting on the corner of the sink. She had left the kids on lookout duty in the big picture window in the living room. The squeals coming from that part of the house suggested it was time to put on her big girl panties and meet the new man in Catherine’s life.

Shannon and the children spilled out the door and headed for the shiny black BMW sitting in the driveway. Blinking to find the top down, Shannon watched her mother spring out of her side, yank a kerchief off her head, and shake her hair out around her. Laughing merrily, Catherine stooped to gather all three grandchildren into a group hug. Shannon stumbled forward, her gaze focused anywhere but the driver’s side of the spiffy sports car.

“Sweetheart, you are looking more gorgeous than ever.” Shannon closed her eyes, the scent of lavender and lemon tickling her nostrils. In an instant she was transported to her childhood, remembering the huge overstuffed chair that her mother used to read to her in.

“Mom, I’ve missed you so much.” She breathed in deep, wanting to capture that scent forever, afraid that she would forget it and all the memories it invoked.

“Shannon, children, this is Roger.” Catherine beckoned the older gentleman to her side and snaked an arm around his trim waist.

“I’ve heard so much about you all. I can’t tell you how honored I was that you invited me to your home.”

News to her! Shannon pasted a bright smile on her face and shook the proffered hand. Roger wore Ray Ban sunglasses, a white polo shirt, and a deep tan. She bet he spent more time on a golf course than anywhere else. Okay, that was petty. The fact that he appeared wealthy shouldn’t have rankled the way it did. Her employer was filthy rich and it never bothered her. If she’d met Roger on the street she wouldn’t have given it a second thought. Somehow it just made her mother seem more vulnerable.

“I’m so happy you could join my mother for a visit.” There, that wasn’t too hard.

“Gramma, Gramma, what’d you bring us?” Brenna couldn’t hold it in any longer.

Catherine ushered the children back into the cottage, motioning for Roger to bring in one of the bags from the back seat. Shannon stood frozen in the driveway for a moment before rushing to catch up with the others so she wouldn’t be left alone with Roger. Remembering her manners, she held the door open for her mother’s new friend.

“Mom, are you sure you can’t stay here? I can bunk in with Brenna. It’s no problem.”

Catherine’s smile was patient. She left the children playing with their new toys: Brenna with a homemade yarn doll with bright orange hair, the boys with shiny new cars, not unlike the rental that currently sat in the driveway. Roger was telling them about their long plane ride.

“Sweetheart, we discussed this. Roger and I don’t want to intrude.” When it looked like she was going to be interrupted, Catherine put a hand on her daughter’s arm and continued, “We came here to spend time with you all, but we came here to spend some quality time with each other as well.”

Oh, please God, don’t let that mean what I think it means. Shannon looked up through a narrowed gaze to see her mother’s pointed look. I’m going to have to soak my thoughts in bleach tonight, she thought. Catherine laughed softly, clearly enjoying her discomfort.


CHAPTER TEN

A soft, sweet ballad floated through the still summer air, strummed on an acoustic guitar. Shannon found herself smiling as she smoothed out the top sheet of the bed she was changing. Replacing the comforter and fluffing up the pillows, she arched her back to work out the kinks. She was ready for Ms. Sheffield and her small army of guests to arrive later that afternoon. Finding herself drawn to the open window, she searched for the source of the beautiful piece.

On the second floor of the large manor, Shannon found that she could look out across the expanse of lawn to the house next door. Unlike this room, its equal on Dean’s home had a small balcony. The railing was too high for her to see much except … a pair of bare feet, crossed at the ankle. Dean could play guitar. And he could play well.

Intrigued, she skipped down the stairs and out into the bright sun. Having forgotten to step into her shoes near the door, Shannon, too, was barefoot. The soft grass felt glorious beneath her feet. She looked down and giggled at the sight of her colorful toenails. Brenna had offered to give her a pedicure, painting each nail a different hue. Until then, Shannon hadn’t even realized she owned ten different colors of polish.

She slipped through the Arborvitae and into Dean’s yard. The guitar still picked out a tune, sad but content at the same time. Shannon followed the music and found herself beneath the balcony she had spotted from the main house. How to get his attention? She coughed. Nothing.

“It’s beautiful,” she called out.

The music stopped on a discordant note.

“Shannon?”

Dean stood up and peered over the railing. He didn’t look happy to see her. She got the sense he felt like he’d been caught. Oh, gosh! She’d intruded on something very private for him. She’d been so enthralled by the music that she was eager to share her praise with him. She hadn’t given a thought to his privacy.

Poor Dean! All he wanted was to be left alone and what he got was a nosy neighbor. Realization had her blushing and stammering an apology. She turned on her heel, head down, the need to escape uppermost in her mind.

“Wait!” he called after her.

• • •

Hurrying through the French doors, across his bedroom and out into the hallway, Dean threw a triumphant sneer at the doorframe that he’d avoided smashing his toes on this time, before missing the first stair tread and almost pitching face-first down the rest of the flight. He refrained from vocalizing the four-letter word he was thinking, but he sure thought it awful hard.

“Shannon? Don’t go.”

She waited for him on the lawn beneath his bedroom. Toes bare, impossibly long legs in deliciously short shorts, her hair in braids, Shannon was innocence and temptation all wrapped up in one neat package. She looked up at him beneath thick lashes, her bottom lip pinned between her teeth.

“I’m so sorry! I just … I was making the beds, the window was open … it was so beautiful.”

“The weather?”

“No, the music.” She scrunched up her nose, her expression confused. “I didn’t know you played. You’re very talented.”

Dean watched her closely. She wasn’t lying. He didn’t know what rock she’d been hiding under, but Shannon genuinely did not recognize him. He thought for sure he’d been found out when she showed up to discuss his music. Her smile was almost shy, her eyes full of admiration.

Something eased inside his chest. Hope, buried for so long, struggled up to the surface. Fear kept him from saying anything stupid. He could never tell Shannon who he had been before. He wanted to remember the way she was looking at him right now. She was seeing him, really seeing him for who he was, not what his celebrity could mean for her.

“You’re alone.” He’d just realized this and blurted it out, not meaning it to come out as surprised as it had.

“I am.” Shannon sounded almost as surprised as he did. She chuckled.

“My mother and her … friend are visiting. They took the kids to the zoo. I couldn’t go. My boss, Ms. Sheffield, is throwing a party at the big house this weekend. I had to finish getting the bedrooms ready.”

“I should let you get back to it,” he said, though he wanted nothing more than to keep her right there.

“It’s okay, I just finished.”

She stood there, uncertain, her toes digging into the grass. Bared shoulders revealed a pattern of strawberry-scented freckles that Dean would have liked to explore further. Would they taste as good as they looked? His entire body was a live wire, just waiting to be tripped. Down, boy!

“Do you want to come in? I was just going to make some iced tea.” He prayed that he actually had the makings of iced tea in his pantry.

“Oh, I don’t know. I was just chastising myself for intruding on your privacy.” Shannon twisted her fingers together, frowning slightly.

“Please. I’m a horrible grouch. I need you to get on my case. Bug me. Force me to join the land of the living.” Dean reached out and untangled her fingers, holding her hands in his and waiting until she met his eyes.

The awareness there, in her gaze, sent fire racing through his veins. Shannon could speak volumes with just those brilliant blue eyes. She was scared, she was vulnerable, but she was hungry. She recognized him as a man. Need flooded his senses, had him hot, hard, and aching in a way he hadn’t felt in so long.

Her attention was focused on his mouth. Her dainty tongue darted out to wet her lips. Eyelids lowered, her chest rose and fell as she began to breathe faster. Dean closed the distance between them. Did she even realize what she was asking for? She wanted him as badly as he wanted her.

Letting her hands go at the last second, Dean reached out and cupped the back of Shannon’s head. Her lips were already parted, her eyes staring deep into his soul.

“Shannon.”

He claimed her mouth, equal parts desperation and tenderness. She moaned low in her throat, her fingers clutching at his shirt. Dean changed the angle of the kiss, eager for more of her. Shannon walked her fingers up his chest until they were curled in the hair at the nape of his neck. Not sure if he’d taken a step forward, she had, or they had moved together, Dean was acutely aware of how closely their bodies fit together.

Breaking off the kiss to nibble his way up to her ear, Dean smoothed his hands down Shannon’s back. As the contact became more intimate, he felt the change in her immediately. Her body suddenly stiff, she pushed at his chest, wiggling to get out of his grasp.

“We can’t … ” Shannon shook her head vigorously.

“I wasn’t going to throw you over my shoulder and carry you to my bed. I was just giving in to the moment.” His breathing ragged, Dean forced himself not to snap at her. “You going to tell me that wasn’t the perfect moment to share a kiss?” He raised an eyebrow in challenge.

“No, it … I’m not saying … ” Shannon looked as flustered as he felt. She had backed away and was now hugging her arms around her middle.

He’d pushed her too far and now he’d scared her. Feeling like a jerk, Dean gave her the distance she was seeking. Instinct had him longing to draw her into his arms. If he could just hold her until the fear passed. But he knew that, even if it was what she needed, she wasn’t ready to admit it. They stood in silence for a few moments, their breathing returning to normal. That bottom lip was between her teeth again. She offered up a small smile.

“What scares you more, knowing I want you or knowing you want me back?” Dean’s direct stare was unapologetic.

“I’m not scared.” Her laugh was shaky at best.

He waited. Shannon shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Her arms had gone from the protective stance around her waist to hands on her hips, defiant. She stood up straighter. His warrior woman. He fought to keep a grin from forming.

“Listen…” She was shaking her head again. “This can’t happen. You and me? I’m a full time mom. I don’t have time for … whatever this is.”

“It’s your call.”

Her jaw slackened. Clearly she wasn’t expecting him to back off that easy. This time, Dean did allow himself to grin. He could take things slowly. He wasn’t sure if her ex-husband had spooked her or if these were walls that Shannon had erected completely on her own. Dean suspected it had been so long since she had put herself first, that the feelings had overwhelmed her. Oh, yeah, she’d been scared.

“If I promise to behave myself, will you please come in for some iced tea?”

She blew out a deep breath and cocked her head to the side. “You have anything sweet to go with it?”

“I will split my last cranberry orange muffin with you.” He spoke this with the reverence it was due. Shannon giggled.

“You discovered Cady’s pastries, huh?” She headed for the front of the house. “Wait until September and October. I hope you like pumpkin. Oh my goodness, I can taste it now.”

Dean fought back a groan at the look of ecstasy on Shannon’s face. It was going to be a challenge, holding to his promise to keep his hands to himself. He let her into the house and gestured toward the kitchen, belatedly realizing he was in for all kinds of torture. His eyes were fixed on the slight sway of her hips as she traversed the long hallway. Promising himself a date with a cold shower later, Dean vowed to make the most of this alone time with Shannon.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“So this neighbor of yours must be really special.”

Shannon almost knocked the ice cream from the top of her cone. Her head snapped up, her eyes glazed in a classic “deer in the headlights” look. She wondered if her mother could hear her heart pounding as loudly as she could. She couldn’t possibly know about that kiss.

Her mother had always had a way of learning all Shannon’s secrets. Shannon took a deep breath and ate another bite of ice cream, a defense mechanism she had learned as a child. She couldn’t talk if her mouth was full.

“The children were singing his praises the whole time we were at the zoo. Brady went on about how strong he is. Brian is convinced that Dean is the next Tony Stark. I’m not sure I’ve heard of him. Is he a sports star?”

Shannon shook her head. She hadn’t realized how much Dean had come to mean to her kids. Oh, what had she done? She had all but pushed them into his yard, into his life. And for what, so she could enjoy a little eye candy? No, he wasn’t just a gorgeous face. He’d come to mean something to all of them. Absently, she watched the chocolate ice cream dribble down the cone, onto her hand.

“ … marry him.”

“Whoa! I’m sorry, what?” Shannon leaned over and tossed her melted mess of an ice cream cone into a garbage can. She grabbed the stack of napkins beside her and rubbed briskly at her hands.

“I said, Brenna is already making plans to marry your Dean, once she’s grown up. She was telling me all about the flowers and the dress. It sure starts early, doesn’t it?”

“He’s not my Dean. That’s ridiculous! I mean, she can marry whomever she wants when the time is right. But Brenna is too young to be thinking about crushes and marriages and flowers … ” Shannon stopped wiping at her sticky fingers when she realized she’d been babbling.

She looked up and, sure enough, Catherine’s steely eyes showed she wasn’t fooled a bit.

“Oh, baby, what have I done to you?” Tossing her own ice cream away, Catherine drew her daughter up from the picnic table.

“Children, stay with Roger. Your mom and I are going to take a little walk.”

The two women left the ice cream shop and walked the short distance to the cliff face, overlooking the Atlantic. They sat on a bench and looked out over the placid ocean. The lighthouse in the distance gleamed white in the late afternoon sun.

“Remember when we used to drive up here and park to watch the storms? There was something so awe-inspiring about the way the waves crashed against the rocks. All that power. You really got the sense that something bigger than us was in charge.”

“I remember you telling me that if a boy asks me to park at the lighthouse, it wasn’t because he was suggesting we watch the waves. I was to tell him ‘No way!’ and make him take me back home.”

“Uh huh, and instead of following my advice, you jumped at the chance to go with Vincent Bainbridge, the first time he asked you.”

“I was merely curious.” Shannon felt her cheeks warm at that particular memory. Oh, she’d learned a lot that night.

“But you didn’t stay that way.” Disappointment tinged her mother’s words.

“I beg your pardon? That’s like saying you want me to be … unladylike,” Shannon stammered. This conversation was making her incredibly uncomfortable.

Catherine sighed, her smile sad. She reached out and took one of Shannon’s hands, squeezed. She stared out at the ocean for a long time, like she was trying to figure out how to form what she needed to say.

“I didn’t want you to end up like me.” She held up her hand when Shannon turned and gave her an incredulous look.

“I let my experience with your father color my entire view of the male population. Men leave. They can’t be depended upon. They only think of themselves. They are little boys in a big body.”

“I’ve had my own experiences, you know. Vince wasn’t any different than my father. Hell, my dad stuck around longer. Vince cut out as soon as he found out we were having triplets.”

“He was young. You were both so young. Have you ever wondered if he would have stayed if you hadn’t gotten pregnant right away? Or if you’d only had one baby? I’m not trying to make excuses for Vince, but I think he was just a scared boy. He was overwhelmed.”

Shannon frowned, snagging a lock of hair and twirling it absently around her finger. Her mother had never mentioned this before. It would be childish to think the woman was taking sides. To be quite honest, Shannon had just assumed he was looking for an easy way out of a life that had suddenly become one huge responsibility.

“I let my own past influence your view of men … of the world. I made a mistake.”

“Mom, that’s not true. You were the best parent in the world. You were always there for me. You made me feel safe, loved, protected.”

“I sheltered you. I tried to protect you from making the same mistakes I did.” Catherine looked up, her gaze somewhere out over the distant horizon. “I was so happy for you when you and Vince said you were getting married. It meant that you were forming your own opinions, taking your own chances. I was so proud of you.”

“Is that why you left? Because you thought I didn’t need you anymore?”

“My leaving was all about me, sweetheart. It had nothing to do with you. I had put my own life on hold for so long that I almost forgot what it was to be me.

“You were starting your own life, that’s true. And it was time for me to find my own way, to finally do something for myself.”

Shannon sighed. She remembered the excitement of starting a new life with Vince. But at the same time, she had felt resentment toward her mother for choosing that time to move out to California. She had felt abandoned. To her, her mother was acting flighty, irresponsible. She had never even thought to ask Catherine why she was leaving. Now she understood.

“When you didn’t come back after the triplets were born, I thought that was your way of reinforcing that I had to do this on my own. You took on two jobs to support me. You worked so hard to give me the life I had. You did what you needed to do and you didn’t ask for help from anyone.”

“And I hated it. Oh, my God, there were times I was so bitter, so resentful. I can’t tell you how horrible a mother I felt. It is a miracle that you didn’t pick up on that.” Catherine turned to her daughter, tears coursing down her cheeks.

The sight was too much and Shannon gathered the older woman into her arms, the two of them sobbing on each other’s shoulders. So much had come to light. As close as they were, this was a talk that had been too long in coming. Everything Shannon had based her life on, her parenting philosophy on was … skewed.

Scrambling in her pockets for tissues, Catherine sniffled, pulling herself together. She pressed a tissue into Shannon’s hand and dabbed at her own tears. They finally made eye contact and both women began to giggle.

“Now, do you want to tell me about your new neighbor? Is Brenna going to have any competition?”

“He’s everything the kids say he is and more. He’s kind, he’s thoughtful, he’s patient.”

“Is he a good kisser?” Again with the knowing gaze.

“Oh, yeah.” Shannon closed her eyes and didn’t even bother to hide the pleased smile that took over her whole face. “But I’m not going to ask you the same question. Sorry, Mom. I’m happy you found Roger, or that he found you. But it’s just too squicky to think of you … like that.” Her expression was half smile, half grimace.

“I won’t give you nightmares by offering up too much detail. I just want you to know how happy he makes me. I didn’t realize how long I had been cheating myself until Roger came along. He makes me want … more.”

“You look happy. Really. I know I’m not used to your having a man in your life, but if Roger makes you look this carefree, then he’s got to be good for you.”

“I’m glad you think so, baby, because one of the reasons I brought Roger with me was to make an announcement.” Catherine’s smile slipped a little as she took a deep breath. “Roger and I are getting married.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Shannon shoved her sixth batch of cookies, snickerdoodles this time, into the oven and gave the little plastic timer a sharp twist. Baking always calmed her. Only tonight, that peace was dancing just a tad out of reach. Opening the cupboard with all her plastic containers, she frowned. It was a little late to be worrying about how she was going to pack up and transport all these cookies.

Forget that—who was she going to give them to? The hospital? Too many food allergy issues. Ms. Sheffield had caterers running ragged during her weekend house party, so her guests wouldn’t need more food. The 4th of July festivities were tomorrow. Okay. Shannon started to form a plan.

After the parade meandered from the harbor through Main St., ending at the elementary school, the townsfolk gathered in the ball field behind the village fire station. Two different fire stations serviced Scallop Shores, one close to the center of town and one accessible to the beaches. Every 4th of July they held the Fireman’s Muster, a series of competitions to see which station reigned supreme. The relay races, tug-of-war, and other activities were bound to stir up appetites. Shannon wiped her hands together and began to collect all the Tupperware and cookie tins she could find.

The timer on the counter and a knock at the front door sounded at the same time. Grabbing a nearby oven mitt, she took the cookies out and turned off the oven. Then she hustled to the front door, groaning when she couldn’t turn the doorknob with the hand fitted with the oven mitt.

“So I have to tell you … ” Dean gave the door a little push and brushed past Shannon. “There is the most incredible smell coming from this direction. I figure, as your neighbor, I should investigate. Because there are bound to be people lining up behind me and I wouldn’t want you and the kids to get trampled.”
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