

		[image: cover image]


	



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.





Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







Contents




	Always My Hero


	Holding Out for a Hero


	Katie’s Hero


	Hero Needed








		[image: cover image]

	
Always My Hero

Jennifer DeCuir

[image: Crimson Romance logo]

Avon, Massachusetts


To my readers,

Thank you so much for taking a chance on my Scallop Shores series. This town is near and dear to my heart, as it is based on my own hometown. Every time I write a new book, it's like revisiting fond memories. So grab a drink, sit down, and enjoy your visit to a very special town. Welcome to Scallop Shores. We hope you come back soon.
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Chapter 1

New Year’s Eve. It was the perfect date for a wedding. It was all about new beginnings. Ten … nine … eight … Out with the old. Seven … six … five … Starting the next chapter of their lives. Four … three … looking toward the future—together. Two … one …

“Happy New Year!” Bree had edged toward the outskirts of the dance floor while everyone counted down but not quickly enough. A large hand snaked around her waist and pulled her up against a very hard chest. She recognized the cologne she’d been secretly sniffing throughout the night. Feeling her blush right down to her toes, she looked up at the man holding her against him.

“Oh no you don’t. I see you sneaking away. They paired us up for a reason. It’s only right that we ring in the New Year with a kiss.” Foster Duncan, groomsman and the head chef of this restaurant hosting their friends’ wedding reception, grinned down at her. She doubted any woman in their right mind could say no when he flashed those sexy dimples.

“You know full well that we’re the only two people in the wedding party without significant others.” Rising to her toes, she gave him a quick peck then slipped out of his arms.

Yeah, she was crazy for turning down a proper kiss with probably the most handsome man in the room. Her heart tripped in her chest as she considered changing her mind. He was right there. She just had to walk back into his arms. Pausing, she chewed at her bottom lip. Nope. Couldn’t do it.

He gave her a long, considering look from under his sinfully dark brows. Bree stood her ground, resisting the urge to run for cover in the ladies’ room. After a moment, Foster raised his champagne flute, downed the contents and gave her a little wave, drifting into the crowd. She was such a ninny!

“I know I’ve already told you this, but you really do look lovely tonight.” Bree’s mother, Lyssa, murmured as she approached from behind. Then she kissed her oldest child on the temple.

Distracted, Bree patted her normally plain brown hair. She was amazed to find not a single curl out of place nearly twelve hours after the town hairdresser, Kayla, of Kayla’s Kut and Kurl, had transformed her into a Grecian goddess. The soft velvet gown of cranberry did wonders for her coloring. She stood up taller. She almost felt beautiful.

“Your brothers have reached their limits. I need to get them home.” Her mom gestured to a table in the corner where three little boys had pushed their plates of wedding cake to the center of the table so they could rest their heads on the white linen. They had been so excited to be invited to such a grown up event.

“Of course. I’ll help you get them home and tucked in. Let me get my purse and say goodbye to Cady and Burke.”

“No, dear. I won’t hear of it. You stay and enjoy yourself. This is their special moment and you are a big part of that.”

Lyssa pulled her daughter in for a hug, hanging on a second longer than necessary. Gripping Bree by the shoulders, she studied her, almost as though she were looking for something.

“Mom?”

“It’s a new year, sweetheart. Anything can happen if you want it bad enough.”

“Mmm hmm, like my own happily ever after?”

“And why not? You are an amazing woman, Bree Adams. You deserve to find your own happiness. Put yourself first, for once in your life. Stop thinking about what might have been.” Her mother gave her one of those looks that only a mother could.

Bree kissed her mother goodbye, watching as the woman collected her three sleepy boys and herded them toward the restaurant exit. If she only knew the whole truth. Oh, she’d put herself first once, when she was young and foolish. The tragic results of which she’d used to punish herself every day for the last thirteen years. It was exhausting, and it really had to stop. The only man she’d ever imagined a happy ever after with had moved on a long time ago. It was time she did as well.

“It’s my wedding day, Bree—dance with me!”

Breathtaking in a simple sheath of white silk with just a touch of lace at the edges, Cady grasped Bree’s hands and twirled her around. They laughed until they were out of breath. Seeking out an empty table, they sank onto the tulle-wrapped chairs. Cady slipped her feet out of her three-inch heels, wiggling her toes before propping them up on another chair. Bree grinned, toeing off her own cranberry-dyed shoes and jockeying for room on the same chair.

“I know I gave my mom a hard time about all this froo-froo stuff,” Cady picked at a stiff satin bow on the back of her chair, “but it really is gorgeous. Mother knows best, huh?”

“It was so nice of Foster’s parents to close down for a night so we could have your wedding here.”

Bree looked around at the restaurant she had frequented with her own mom since she was a little girl. The Lobster Pot was the best place in Scallop Shores to get great seafood. The views were phenomenal. But for tonight the casual atmosphere was transformed beneath rented linens, tiny white lights and fancy flower arrangements. It would be fun to come back on a normal visit and remember the restaurant decked out as it was now for Cady’s wedding.

The friends leaned back, giggling as they watched a mixed-age group struggling their way through the Macarena.

“What’s your New Year’s resolution, Bree? I don’t know mine. I have everything I could possibly want.”

“Oh, I can’t say it out loud.”

“No, honey. You’re thinking of a wish on a star. If you tell someone what that is, it won’t come true.” Cady gave her foot a little kick. “Tell me.”

“I want what you have. I want my own happily ever after. I want my forever to start now.” She blinked. That had been a lot easier to say out loud than she’d thought. Maybe all that champagne had loosened her tongue.

“Atta girl. Go get it!”

“Oh, Mrs. Sanders? Your presence is requested upstairs. There is a bubbling hot tub with our names on it. And a huge four poster bed that I might let you nap in … after.”

Burke had undone the collar and the first couple of buttons of his starched tux shirt, his bow tie hanging rakishly from his neck. He reached a hand down and pulled his wife to her feet, winking at Bree.

“I’m sorry, Bree. Time to fulfill my wifely duties.” Cady chuckled as she slipped back into her shoes.

She watched the two of them go, eyes locked, hands linked, hip to hip. To Burke and Cady, the still-crowded restaurant ceased to exist. Bree knew by the way they were looking at each other that they had already begun to make love. Her sigh was long and deep.

Standing up, Bree stepped back into her heels. She retrieved her wrap from her seat at the head table and slid it across her shoulders. Time for some air and a little quiet reflection. She smiled and nodded at the wedding guests who called to her as she made her way to the restaurant’s entertaining deck.

Stepping through the door, she marveled at the thousands of tiny white lights strung up along the railing. Whether they were leftover from Christmas or placed specifically for the wedding, it didn’t matter. The effect was still magical. In the summer months, live bands would play on the small stage set up in the corner of the deck. The view was stunning, the crowds coming for the great food and staying for the spectacular sunsets over the Atlantic Ocean.

She’d expected to be alone on this frigid winter evening, so she was surprised to find one of the Adirondack chairs occupied. Foster had propped his feet up on the deck railing. The jacket to his stylish black tux was MIA, the sleeves of his white dress shirt rolled up, dark hair dusting his forearms. Taking a long pull of the beer he seemed to have traded for the champagne he’d been drinking earlier, he offered her a slow grin as she approached.

“It was a beautiful wedding.” She lowered herself into the chair beside him.

“They’re happy together.”

Butterflies swarming in her belly, Bree knew what she had to do. She gripped the arms of the Adirondack and hoped it was too dark to see her white knuckles.

“So everyone has been asking what my New Year’s resolution is.” She felt like she was babbling. Foster still hadn’t given her his full attention.

“May I?” She held a hand out for his beer.

He turned to her, his eyes narrowed slightly. He was trying to figure her out. She gripped the bottle of beer and pulled it easily from his grasp. Taking a big swallow, she swiped the back of her hand across her lips before handing it back to Foster. Now or never.

“Anyway, I resolve to take more chances this year. To put myself first and go after my own happiness.” Her jaw jutted out just the tiniest bit.

“I thought books made you happy.” His voice threaded with challenge, she knew she now had his undivided attention.

“Of course books make me happy. But they aren’t everything. I need more.” Being the town librarian shouldn’t define her. Only perhaps it had begun to. Her mouth had become dry as dust, but she didn’t want to ask for another sip of his beer.

Foster waited. He wasn’t going to make this easy for her. Nor should he. Bree pinned on a brittle smile. She could do this.

“I thought maybe we could go out some time, you and me.”

“Maybe?” Those dimples. That grin, teasing.

“Definitely. On a date.”

“I’ve got to say, I’m used to being the one asking.”

A hot flush flooded her with embarrassment. He thought her too forward. This was a disaster. Her breath hitching in her chest, she gave him a small smile and started to rise. Foster reached out a hand and clasped her wrist.

“You didn’t let me finish. I was only going to say that you beat me to it.”

“I … you were going to ask me?”

“I meant to, a long time ago. I should have. It’s just … you’ve always got your head stuck in a book. Like you’re trying to keep people at arm’s length.”

That was exactly what she’d been trying to do. And now that she realized how successful she’d been, she was ashamed.

“Well, this is a new year and I’m trying out a new me. And the new me says no more hiding behind books.”

“Nice to meet you, New Bree. Welcome to Scallop Shores. I think you’re going to like it here.”

The butterflies in her stomach had changed their pattern. No longer nervous, they were excited to start a new phase of her life. She was through punishing herself for the past. It was time to look to the future.

• • •

“I would have thought you’d have packed a lot more? Where are all your things? You only brought enough for a quick visit.”

Anne Pettridge, Ryan’s mother, puttered about her small kitchen, fixing a quick meal of sandwiches and soup. Her worried eyes flitted from Ryan to her grandson, Wesley, and back again. Ryan stretched his long legs out beneath the battered kitchen table and looked around the room he hadn’t seen in over ten years. Same wallpaper covered in little teakettles. Same yellow appliances that were probably older than he was. Same hand carved wooden clock on the wall, in the shape of an owl.

“I keep telling you, Ma, we’re only here to help you and Dad get back on your feet. My work gave me a leave of absence to help out after Dad’s stroke. Wes can finish out the school year here, but come summer, we’ll go back home.”

Her pinched expression said without words how this was his home. He was welcome to stay as long as he wanted. He’d come home to run the family business, a hardware store, handed down for several generations. It was his to do with as he pleased.

Wesley sat quietly at his end of the table, only eight years old and working his way through the fifth Harry Potter book for the second time. He gave his grandmother a shy smile as she set the grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup down in front of him. All but strangers they were, and Ryan only had himself to blame.

“So grown up. He looks just like you did at this age, sweetheart.” She brushed a lock of hair away from Wesley’s blue, plastic-rimmed glasses.

He supposed he could see some similarities. Wesley had the same strong chin, the same stubborn cowlick at the back of his head, the same feet that seemed too huge for his skinny body. But he had his mother’s bright blue eyes and golden hair. The rest of him? Wesley was definitely his own person. Ryan’s smile was tight as he watched his son tune out his surroundings, preferring the world he could escape to in his books.

When Ryan was his age, he was rarely without some sort of ball in his hands. Or he was knee deep in chores, paying for whatever damage he’d caused by tossing one of those balls around.

“By the time you were his age, you’d broken how many windows? And my reproduction Tiffany lamp in the family room.” Anne laughed, even if her sigh sounded a bit wistful.

Note to self, he thought. Buy Ma a new Tiffany lamp for Christmas.

“Hey, I worked off my debt. That entire weekend I had to clean out the garage? Or the time I had to stain the deck while Dad put up that hammock on the lawn and drank lemonade?”

“You broke windows?” Blinking owlishly, Wesley stared with wide eyes from his dad to his grandmother. “Why would you do that?”

“Well, not on purpose, buddy. It was all in fun. Tossing a baseball around.” Ryan shrugged.

“I believe my lamp was destroyed with a basketball.”

“Yeah, that’s right. It was winter. Couldn’t play out on the snow covered driveway.”

As one, they all looked out the window at the new fallen snow. He’d taken Wesley up to Big Bear a few times, but snow was still a pretty rare sight for a kid born and raised in sunny Southern California.

“How about we bundle up and go build us a snowman?” He leaned over and ruffled his son’s hair.

“Nah. I’m good. If I keep at it, I can finish this book by tonight.” Wesley returned his attention to the book cracked open beside his plate and bowl.

“It’s the funniest thing, but you know who he reminds me of?” Anne tapped a finger to her temple.

Don’t say it. Please don’t say it.

“Bree Adams. Remember her? Always more interested in reading back when you two were in high school. Guess it makes sense that she ended up running the children’s library here in town.”

“No, that can’t be right. Bree was going to be a teacher. I remember she was going to a teaching college up north.”

“Haven’t you kept in touch with her, sweetheart? She only went there for a semester. Then her stepfather was diagnosed with cancer. She came home to help her mom with the boys. I don’t know how she ended up getting her degree, but she’s been here pretty much all along.”

Keeping in touch with Bree would have meant reopening a painful wound every time they talked. For his own sanity, Ryan had made it a point to tune out whenever his mother had tried to fill him in on town gossip during their weekly phone conversations while he was in California.

“Have you kept in touch with anyone in town? You really ought to take a drive around. I know a lot of folks who would be happy to see you.”

Ryan bit the inside of his cheek, trying to keep the grimace off his face. His mom didn’t get it. She’d never understood why he didn’t come back home to visit, flying his parents out to California instead. He took a giant bite of his sandwich, giving himself time to brood as he chewed.

Scallop Shores was a tight community. They banded together when needed. They helped each other out. They celebrated victories as a town. When he’d taken the Wildcat football team to the state championships, it might as well have been a national holiday. Businesses closed down so that the townsfolk could attend the game up in Augusta. And when they’d won, Ryan had been lauded a hometown hero.

When he’d been accepted on a football scholarship to UCLA, he couldn’t go anywhere without a slap on the back, well wishes, and lots of “We’re so proud of you, son.” He had to admit that it was a pretty heady feeling. That last summer before college was the best of his life.

And then he’d failed them. In one day, one freak accident, he’d blown his chances of a career in pro football. Oh, the people of Scallop Shores were too polite to say anything. They had put him up on a pedestal, and there he would stay. Instead of coming home a champ, he was coming home a chump. Well, an accountant, but really, for someone who was supposed to be the town football hero, what was the difference?

“I’ll take Wes around tomorrow, show him my old stomping grounds.”

Wesley, the one thing in his adult life that he was supremely proud of. Maybe folks would be so distracted by his son that no one would want to rehash his glory days.


Chapter 2

It couldn’t have been more than fifteen degrees as Bree and Foster shuffled down the deserted business district in Port Kitt. Her breath came out in great plumes of icy vapor and she could no longer feel her nose. She’d dressed for a dinner date, not the outdoors, and pantyhose did nothing for the winter chill. Her feet and legs were screaming at her.

They had eaten at Molly Malone’s, and as it was still early in the evening, decided to do a little window shopping. Hugging her arms around her middle, Bree stamped her feet while they paused in front of an art studio to study the portrait in the window.

“Here, let me help.”

Foster pulled off one of his gloves and one of her mittens. Wrapping her hand in his, he stuffed them both inside his coat pocket. It was a sweet gesture and she smiled up at him shyly. He returned the smile, those deep divots in his cheeks popping out in stark relief against his smooth skin. Bree waited. His thumb pressed a rhythmic circle into her palm. She should be feeling a bit breathless by now, right? Maybe it was just the bitter January night.

“Thanks, but I really think it’s just too cold to be out and about tonight. How about we head back to my place for some hot cocoa?”

“Sounds good to me.” He gave her hand a squeeze.

Too late, Bree worried that she might be giving Foster the wrong message. She hoped he understood cocoa meant cocoa. It wasn’t code for “please spend the night and see how I look wearing your shirt as I cook breakfast in the morning.”

On the way back to her place, she silently applauded the genius who invented heated car seats. Oh, happy bottom! She’d assumed that Foster’s parents were pretty well off, having such a successful restaurant in the harbor. But these luxurious leather seats and the satellite radio station tuned to soft jazz, not to mention the seat warmers and other fancy gadgets in this pricey hybrid, told her Foster wasn’t doing too bad for himself, either.

They were both silent during the twenty minute drive, and though that could have been construed as a little awkward, Bree was relieved to have a moment to herself to reflect. She leaned her head back against the headrest and tried to think positively.

She had been a busy beaver that week following the wedding, and should be patting herself on the back. It looked like fate was giving her a little nudge out of the starting gate. Just for kicks, she had stopped to check out the community bulletin board on her way in for her morning coffee at Cady’s Dream on Monday.

The first step toward a happy ever after was to get out of her mother’s house and start living her own life, in her own place. Ever since her stepfather had died, Bree had been more of a second parent to her little brothers than a sister. She told herself she was needed. But it was really an excuse to keep from dealing with her own issues. Sam, Perry, and Theo kept her so busy she barely had time to dwell on the pain she was hiding.

There was an ad for a duplex not too far from the library. Fully furnished and for less than she was paying her mother for the room she’d lived in since she was born. She checked it out on her lunch break and had signed the lease and received the keys by the end of the day.

Rather than get all melancholy over her daughter’s decision to move out of the house, Lyssa was thrilled for her. Perhaps a little too thrilled, when she boxed up all of Bree’s clothes, knickknacks, and personal belongings while she was at work the next day. They each took turns dropping a few boxes off at a time, during the day. Bree had the utilities switched over and spent her first night in her new place Thursday evening.

It was a lot quieter than she was used to. No little brothers running around like maniacs, body slamming each other off the walls and using every surface of the house as their own private jungle gym. The first night in her new place, she couldn’t sit still. Pouring herself a glass of wine, she walked from room to room, touching a couch cushion, the toaster oven, a roll top desk in the study, the carved wooden bedpost … “Mine,” she said with every caress. It was a great feeling.

Bree had been looking forward to her date with Foster on Saturday night. She was still riding the high she’d gotten from having the nerve to ask. She honestly couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on a date and was abysmally aware that her wardrobe showed that. Just one more thing to add to her to-do list of what she’d need as she started her new life. Shopping for clothes and shoes was not her idea of a good time, but this was a year for changes. She’d find a way to make it fun.

He’d brought her flowers, held the door for her, and been incredibly attentive all evening. But as the night wore on, Bree waited for that connection, the spark that told her he was “the one.” She wanted to eagerly await the good night kiss on her doorstep. She wanted to feel … something. But the only time her heart started racing was from nerves and embarrassment, not heat and passion.

Foster was a great guy and she hoped he found the perfect woman to make him happy. All the same, she was disappointed, frustrated, and a little scared that she would have to put herself out there again in order to find her Mr. Right. Worried she hadn’t given the guy enough of a chance, she glanced over at him.

He flashed her those wicked dimples and she smiled back at him. Without saying a word, he reached over the console and squeezed her knee. Nope. Nothing. Oh dear Lord, what if she was broken? If a sexy guy like Foster couldn’t get her hot and bothered, who could?

“Looks like you have a new neighbor.” Foster pointed as he pulled into the snowy driveway.

“Who on Earth would choose to haul stuff around at this hour?” Bree didn’t wait for Foster to come around to her side. She opened the car door and headed for the stranger whose face was hidden behind a huge box.

“Excuse me. Can we help you?” Bree slipped her mittens off and stuffed them in her coat pockets, so she could get a better grip on the cardboard boxes.

She reached out and placed her hands on the box her new neighbor was carrying up to the porch. Her chilled fingers made contact with the stranger’s, the electric current of awareness causing her to gasp. She hadn’t felt that kind of reaction since . . .

“I’m almost done here. But if you really want to help, there are a couple of boxes left on the tailgate.” He shifted the box to the side to peer around the edge. “I appreciate the . . . Bree? Bree Adams?”

Even with a ski cap covering his hair and a thick wool scarf muffling his words, she recognized those soulful brown eyes, that gravelly voice. No, no, no. Not him. Anyone but him. Not here. This was her new sanctuary. Her new start. No old mistakes allowed. Realizing she still had her hands around the box he was carrying, Bree let go and took a few steps back.

Too late, she remembered the snowy edges to the driveway and the fact that she wore heels and hose. She squealed as snow filled her shoes, the icy sensation startling her so much that she lost her balance, her arms pinwheeling uncontrollably. She landed on her butt with a less-than-ladylike grunt, hoping she hadn’t flashed her white granny panties in the process.

“Whoa, sweetheart, are you all right?” Foster reached down and pulled her upright, brushing the snow from her wool coat and skirt.

Putting an arm around her and pulling her against his side, he acknowledged Bree’s new neighbor.

“Hey, there’s a familiar face. Ryan Pettridge, hometown hero. Good to see you again. Dude, I am so sorry about your dad.”

Bree’s face heated. She’d completely forgotten that his father had suffered a stroke. Of course he’d come home. He was probably going to run the hardware store for his parents now.

“Thanks. He’s a stubborn cuss, my old man. I’m sure he’s going to be just fine. But yeah, I’m helping out for now.” He gave Bree a long look. “You okay? I didn’t mean to surprise you like that.”

“Oh, don’t mind me. I’m just a klutz. Let’s help you get those boxes inside.” She shifted her gaze to his left shoulder, a safe spot to focus on. Those eyes of his only caused her to go weak in the knees.

“No way. You two should head on home. I’m not even staying tonight. Got another load tomorrow. It was good seeing both you again.”

Before she could correct his assumption that she and Foster were a couple and explain that she lived in the other half of the duplex alone, Ryan had already turned around and scuffed up the stairs to his front door. Her toes on fire, she lurched toward her apartment.

“Talk about a blast from the past, huh? I remember now. You’re the reason Ryan was able to get that scholarship to UCLA. You tutored his lazy butt in English.”

“And math and history.”

“The guy owes you big time, then.” Foster held the door open for her, kicking the snow off his shoes before he stepped in after her, shedding his coat and shoes and heading into the living room before she could feign a headache and get out of the rest of the date. Cocoa it was, then.

Bree took her time hanging up her coat in the hall closet, turning Foster’s last sentence over and over in her head. The way she saw it, she owed Ryan. She owed him more than she could ever repay in a lifetime. Because of her, Ryan would never get to know the child they had conceived together.

• • •

The shatter of glass as a waitress accidentally tipped her tray and sent several beer mugs sliding to the floor shook Ryan out of his reverie. He peered through the cigarette haze toward the bar, where his buddy, Luke, was buying the next round. It was pretty crowded for a Sunday night. Or that was his assumption, seeing as Ryan hadn’t been out to a bar on a Sunday night, or any other night, since before Wesley was born.

“Glad you could make it out tonight.” Luke handed him a Sam Adams and sat down at the water-ring stained table.

“My mother put you up to this, didn’t she?”

“I was going to look you up. No joke.”

“Christ, did she actually go down to the station?” Ryan grimaced, already knowing the answer.

“She brought chocolate chip cookies. Your mom has every firefighter in Scallop Shores wrapped around her finger.” Luke smiled, unashamed.

“Man, I don’t know if I can get used to . . .that scruff.” He ran a hand over his own chin to signify the ginger beard his old friend from high school now sported.

“Hey, comes in handy this time of year.” Luke grinned.

“A big hit with the ladies, too, no doubt.”

“Huh. Wouldn’t know. I’m too busy to deal with the female set.”

While his friend looked a lot different, it was clear Luke was still painfully shy around women. Shelving the topic, so as not to embarrass the guy, Ryan took a swig of beer and people watched for a few moments.

“Can you believe that the last time I was in town, I couldn’t even drink legally? This is the first time I’ve actually seen the inside of Smitty’s.”

“You’ve been hiding out a long time.”

“I have not been hiding.” Ryan turned his head to the side and muttered, “ … much.”

“Well, you’re back now. We ought to get the guys together for hockey out on Perkins pond.”

“Who still lives in town?”

The idea of reconnecting with his former teammates, aside from Luke, should have felt good. Except that his mind automatically wondered whether the guys would judge him for abandoning football, the town, and all his friends for so long. He deserved to be judged. He’d been a weenie. Still, there had been a time when they were as close as brothers and Ryan had to admit that he missed out on seeing what they’d done with their lives.

“Jamie teaches high school science. Ironic, huh? Kid voted Most-Likely-To-Blow-Up-The-Chem-Lab now has his own classroom. Doyle works for the town manager. I want to give him shit over the fact that they make him wear a tie, when he looks more like he belongs in a biker gang, with all those crazy tats of his. But he’d probably kick my ass.

“Scott lives the next town over. We call him the ‘Sperminator’. Would you believe he has two sets of twins? Freaky, huh? ‘Course he’s also a little whipped, so we’d have to ask his wife for permission in order to snag him for a game.

“Chase is on the police force. He and Amanda had a little boy last year. Oh and then there’s Foster. You probably remember he went off to some fancy-schmancy culinary school? Could have worked in any of the ritzier restaurants in the country, but he manages his parents’ restaurant now.”

Foster. Yeah, he’d run into that particular teammate last night. His new neighbor. Ryan shoved a hand through his hair and tried to keep the scowl off his face.

It wasn’t like he had anyone to blame but himself. He’d left town. He’d chosen Haley because it was the right thing to do. Bree had every right to move on with her life, to find a husband and settle down. And if he had any say in who she ended up with, he had to admit Foster Duncan would have been on the short list. He was a standup guy. And a damned lucky one, at that.

“You see Bree yet?”

Ryan slammed his knee on the underside of the table. This, in turn, jostled the beer bottles and had both men scrambling to grab their own before they tipped over. Luke raised the bottle to his lips and watched his friend, a curious smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

“I’m gonna take that as a yes.”

“She was just a friend. Just my tutor.”

“Uh huh. You keep telling yourself that.” Luke took another sip and continued to watch him.

“I don’t know what you’re getting at.” He’d been so careful not to let anyone know exactly how he’d felt about Bree. He had a girlfriend, for crying out loud! Only a dick would have flaunted that in front of her.

“Ever heard the expression ‘wear your heart on your sleeve’? That was you, buddy.”

“No, that’s bullshit. If Haley knew I liked Bree, she would have said something. She would have been pissed.”

“Perhaps. She would have made Bree’s life a living hell in high school. But look at it this way, she knew she’d won. She had what she wanted and screw everyone else.” Luke’s shrug looked almost like an apology.

“Tell me how you really feel,” Ryan drawled.

It wasn’t like his friend was making up stories. Haley was the classic Mean Girl in high school. But she’d had her good points too. She’d been his biggest supporter. When his coach had insisted he hire a tutor or lose all chance of his free ride to UCLA, Haley had done the legwork and brought him Bree. She wanted the best for him and she went out of her way to help him get it.

“I’m sorry you guys didn’t work out. Really I am. Haley wasn’t my favorite person in the world, but she made you happy.”

Or so he’d led everyone to believe. Ryan sighed, raising his arms above his head in a lazy stretch.

“Hey, I wish her well, you know?”

“You two still talk? She ever make it as an actress out there in LaLa land, like she wanted? I haven’t seen her on the big screen and I don’t really watch much TV. She keep tabs on her little boy?”

“Haven’t heard from her in years. Once she signed those papers, Wes and I ceased to exist.” He shrugged. No big deal. “Let’s just say motherhood isn’t Haley’s strong suit.”

“That’s gotta be rough on Wes. A boy needs his mother.”

“We’re doing just fine on our own.” More like they were doing a good job faking it for the rest of the world.

“I’m sure he’ll make lots of friends, now that you’re home. I think one of Bree’s little brothers is in Wesley’s school.”

Bree again. There were reminders of her everywhere.

“See, the thing is, I’m not planning to stay in Scallop Shores. I didn’t come home to take over the store for my dad.” Ryan squirmed in his chair. “I’m going to try to convince them to sell it.”

A silence fell over the little table and Ryan could only assume it was as awkward for Luke as it was for him. He flagged down a waitress and ordered another round of Sam Adams, adding in nachos since he’d forgotten to eat dinner.

“I thought you got your own place?”

“Yeah, but the lease is month to month. Dad’s got all these visiting nurses popping in. They have a hospital bed set up in the living room. Ma turned my bedroom into a sewing room. Wes and I have been sleeping on a futon. I think she’s happy to have us close … but not too close, you know what I mean?”

“How’s he doing, your dad?” Luke nodded as the waitress set a beer in front of each of them and slid a plate of loaded nachos toward the center of the table.

“The idea is to get him moving again. He lost all mobility on one side. Even his speech was affected. It kills me that I can’t understand him when he tries to talk. I think Wes is scared of him.”

“I’m sorry, Ry. Your dad was always such a tough son of a gun.”

“We’ll get him up and out of bed again. Hopefully able to go fishing and hunting with his buddies. But he’ll never be able to run that hardware store again,” he continued, feeling as though an explanation was in order. “I’m doing this for them. Sell the store. Get top dollar and set my parents up for a sweet retirement.”

“You think they’ll go for it?”

“I think Dad’s stroke was a wakeup call and they need to realize that instead of thinking day to day, they need to plan for the future. And the future isn’t going to involve handing the hardware store down to me just because it’s what they want.”

“And what do you want?”

“I just told you. I want to sell the hardware store.” Ryan shook his head and pulled at a cheesy tortilla chip, dislodging an olive and some Pico de Gallo.

“That’s what you want for your parents. What do you want for you? Got someone special waiting for you back in sunny California?”

“Well, no. No girlfriend. Just a job. Waiting for me, that is. They’ve given me a six-month hiatus. I was lucky that they’d hold my position that long.”

Okay, it was hard to make a job as an accountant at a worker’s comp insurance company sound exciting. Because it wasn’t. But it paid the bills and put food on the table. He couldn’t really ask for more than that, right? He had a son to raise. He no longer had time to chase foolish dreams.

“So you want to get back to your job. Crunch some numbers. Sit at a desk.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I want. Not all of us can be firefighters, policemen, and gourmet chefs. Some of us are happy playing with numbers and making sure everything adds up.”

He wasn’t fooling either of them. So what if he didn’t know what he wanted? He had the rest of his life to figure that out. He had some regrets. Didn’t everyone? But he also had Wesley and he was going to do right by his son. As soon as he could figure out a way to connect with the boy who felt more like a stranger than his own flesh and blood.


Chapter 3

Standing in front of her closet in her rubber ducky pajamas, toothbrush hanging out of her mouth, Bree contemplated her choices. Long boring black peasant skirt with equally boring black cardigan, or long boring brown peasant skirt with washed out yellow cardigan. She worked with kids all day. They’d probably think it a hoot if she were to show up in her jammies.

She almost choked on her toothbrush when someone knocked on the front door. Who would be looking for her at this hour? The sun was barely up. Hurrying out of her bedroom and down the hall, Bree yanked open the door. Then wished she hadn’t.

“Hey, is Foster up yet? I’m hoping he has an extra shovel. I figure if we work together we can get this stuff cleared in no time.” Ryan stamped his feet on her welcome mat, blowing on his bare knuckles as he awkwardly looked anywhere but at her.

Foster? Bree frowned, blinking. She wasn’t doing so well, keeping up with a conversation before her morning cup of coffee.

“I know, it’s stupid, right? My family owns the town hardware store. You’d think I would have a ton of shovels lying around. I meant to snag one out of my parents’ garage, but I forgot.”

“He’s not . . . ” Note to self. Don’t try to talk when you have a toothbrush in your mouth. With a disgusted shake of her head, Bree tossed the toothbrush] on the entryway table and swallowed the foamy paste left in her mouth.

She realized she hadn’t finished her sentence. What had she been about to say? He’s not here. He’s not awake yet. This truly was a pointless charade she was keeping up. It wasn’t like it benefitted anyone.

Foster didn’t live here. For that matter, she wasn’t quite sure where he lived. It had to be close to the center of town, because she saw him run by the library nearly every morning during decent weather, his faithful yellow lab looking blissfully pleased to join him. Bree frowned. She’d never even asked him what his beautiful dog’s name was.

“It’s all right. Don’t bother him. I’ll get Wes to help me. Do you have a shovel we can borrow?”

“Wes?” Bree peered around Ryan, who took up her whole doorway with his six foot two inch frame. The guy was almost as wide as he was tall, when she counted in his massive shoulder span.

Her eyes widened. She must have missed the weather report yesterday. Several inches of new snowfall blanketed the ground. Though the sky was a steely gray, it seemed to be done for the time being. Not enough for life in Scallop Shores to grind to a halt, just enough to make a big mess.

“My little guy. He’s eight.” The pride in his voice was unmistakable.

Turning around quickly, so he couldn’t see how this news affected her, Bree stuck her upper half into the hall closet. Pretending to search for the shovel, she sucked in a few shuddering breaths. Ryan had a son. Correction. Ryan and Haley had a son. It shouldn’t have hurt as bad as it did. But a phantom pain gripped her by the uterus and shook it hard enough that she saw stars.

“I see it, Bree. To your right.”

Ryan reached around her, brushing against her side and nearly tearing a sob from her aching throat at the contact. He grasped the handle of the plastic snow shovel and jiggled it to show she’d have to get out of the way for him to remove it from the crowded closet. Bree practically climbed into the narrow enclosure to avoid any chance that they’d touch again.

“Thanks. I’ll get the cars cleared off as soon as I shovel out the driveway.”

“Oh, you don’t have to go to the trouble. I was planning to walk to work. It’s just a couple of blocks.” She stumbled from the closet, shutting the door.

“Well, Foster will need the car to get down into the harbor, right?”

For crying out loud, Foster again!

“No, he won’t. Ryan, Foster doesn’t live here. He probably won’t be here ever again.” Wincing, she fervently wished she could take back that last part.

“Hey, I’m sorry. Was it me? Oh, God, did you tell him about . . . you know?” He looked miserable, resting a hand on her shoulder and squeezing.

“Seriously, Ryan? Could you be any more full of yourself?” Bree jerked out of his grasp, slamming the door that was letting in the freezing cold before hugging herself tightly.

“Just listen, all right? You saw Foster and me on a date. Our first date. And our last. Not that it’s any of your business, but we just didn’t hit it off. If you jumped to the wrong conclusion, that’s not my fault.” Okay, yeah it was. Kinda.

“I’m sorry. You’re right. I shouldn’t have brought up the past.”

Amen to that! She bumped her shoulder against Ryan’s, her smile contrite.

“You aren’t full of yourself. I’m just really cranky and overdue for my first cup of coffee.”

“Hey, I’m going to get started on the driveway. Wes is all by himself over there. Would it be all right if he came in and hung out while I clear off the snow? He doesn’t need to get all soaked before his first day of school. Just turn on some cartoons or something. Do eight year olds still watch cartoons?”

“You’re asking me? He’s your kid.” Panic zinged through her body at the thought of meeting Ryan’s son. But now she was curious.

“I admit, it sounds weird. We just don’t know each other as well as we could.” He coughed into his fist, shuffling his feet awkwardly.

“Ah. Custody issues?”

She’d heard through the town grapevine that Ryan and Haley divorced, but must have blocked out the part about their having a child together. Wesley would have only been an infant at the time. Bree remembered feeling a little giddy, hoping Ryan would come back to Scallop Shores to lick his wounds. But the weeks of waiting turned into months and she eventually gave up. That had been years ago.

“What? No. Haley signed over her rights in the divorce. A baby didn’t fit her lifestyle.”

Typical. Bree would never have pictured the former head cheerleader and aspiring actress as the nurturing type. Still. She felt sad for the little boy growing up without a mother.

“Bring him over. I’ll throw on some clothes and meet you in the living room.”

“Thanks, Bree.”

Ryan let himself out and Bree raced back to her room to throw on the drab brown and yellow ensemble. At least she wouldn’t look like she was going to a funeral. She jogged into the bathroom, flipped her hair upside down and brushed it vigorously. Maybe she could give it a little fake bounce. Swiping on a neutral lipstick and blush, she hurried back out to the living room before her guests arrived.

“Bree, I’d like you to meet my son, Wesley.” Ryan gave the little boy a push forward.

“As you wish.” She giggled. “I’m sorry, an obscure book reference. I wouldn’t expect you to understand that.”

“The Princess Bride by William Goldman. I read it a few months ago. Except my name isn’t spelled with a ‘t’ in the middle, like his was. Think Wesley Crusher from Star Trek, Next Generation instead.” Wesley pushed his glasses to sit further up on the bridge of his nose.

Bree cocked her head to the side, her smile widening as she touched her own glasses, having forgotten to put in her contacts in her rush to get dressed. It would appear they had a thing or two in common. The kid was a bookworm and a Trekkie.

If only she could get over the fact that he looked so much like his father. Not his coloring. That was all Haley. But still, there was no denying he was Ryan’s son. God, it hurt to look at him and know what she’d lost.

“How about I make you some hot chocolate? I might even have some leftover candy canes from Christmas somewhere around here.”

“Can I, Dad?”

“What the heck, sugar him up! Let his new teacher deal with it.” Ryan chuckled as he ducked back out the door.

Bree watched as the eager expression on Wesley’s face fell away, replaced by nervousness once they were alone together. She led the way into the kitchen and waved the boy over to the small table in the corner while she looked for the canister of cocoa. Poor kid. First day at a new school was rough enough, but being from Southern California, he probably couldn’t see how they’d even still have school with all the snow on the ground.

“I bet you wish you could just stay outside and play all day, huh?”

“Nah. I’d rather get back to my book. Dad wouldn’t even let me bring it here. Said I had to socialize.”

“Oh, I hear you. To be able to curl up with a good book, tune out the real world, and dive on in to one that you have a hand in creating. That’s way easier than taking a chance that the kids at your new school are going to like you.”

She turned away to hide her grin when Wesley’s jaw dropped. He clearly wasn’t used to an adult being able to see inside his sensitive soul. Of course she understood him. She had been him.

By the time Ryan came back in from shoveling, Bree and Wesley were deep in a discussion about which would be better to visit, Narnia or Hogwarts. She looked up from her second cup of coffee to find her new neighbor studying them from the doorway. He looked like he was scared to join in the conversation, for fear he’d say the wrong thing.

“You need to warm up. Pick your poison—cocoa or coffee?” She stood up from the table and motioned for him to take a seat.

“I wouldn’t say no to a cup of coffee, if it’s not too much trouble.” He smoothed a hand over the light scruff on his cheeks as he sat down in her vacated chair. Rubbing his hands together briskly, he sent her a warm smile that she felt down to the tips of her toes.

One would have thought the man’s parents had spent a fortune on braces for him to end up with a winning grin like that. But Ryan never had to experience the awkwardness of braces as a teenager. He’d been blessed with naturally perfect, white teeth. Perfect teeth. Perfect body. Perfect everything. She turned away to fix that cup of coffee before she embarrassed herself.

“Dad, Bree works in the children’s library. How cool is that? Can we stop by after school? Since I’m almost done with the Harry Potter series, she has a bunch of suggestions for me. And I’ll need my own library card, of course.”

“I don’t see why not, bud.” Ryan caught her eye over the top of his son’s head, as she set his steaming mug in front of him. The tender look on his face reminded her of stolen moments from long ago.

She tried to ignore the thrill from being on the receiving end of his smile. He was distracting her. She was supposed to be looking for her happily ever after. Now she was pining for a man who’d already walked away from her once. Besides, if he learned her secret, he’d walk away from her for good.

• • •

The snowy weather would make the hardware store a busy destination today, but Ryan was grateful to have it to himself for the moment. He tossed the tangled key ring on the counter near the cash register and slumped onto the stool his dad kept out of sight.

He reached for his cup of dark roast. Though he’d already had one cup at home and another at Bree’s place, habit had him steering his dad’s pickup toward Logan’s Bakery.

The bakery, which had been there as long as he could remember, had been replaced with a comic book store, of all things. Thank God the kid behind the counter was able to point him toward a new coffee shop, Cady’s Dream. Though Ryan felt like a dumbass when he realized it was only two storefronts down from the family hardware store.

Scallop Shores remained largely unchanged since the last time he’d been home, probably going on ten years or so. Sure, if he drove around long enough, he’d find new housing developments and maybe a few new businesses. But it felt good to know that he could count on things being the same.

Something about seeing that old Civil War monument in the center of town took him back. He smiled to himself, remembering the time he and his teammates had dressed the statue in a Wildcats jersey after they’d won the homecoming game against the Rangers. The stone dude had rocked the look.

The bell jangled over the door as he walked into the hardware store for the first time in a decade. He’d hated having to put in his hours back then. How he’d wanted a job where he didn’t have to work for his old man. Now he’d gladly clock in, if it meant his father was working alongside him. No matter how cluttered and stuffed the shelves were, without Bo Pettridge, the store just seemed a little too empty.

Time to get this day started. He perused the shelves beneath the front counter for something to write on. They were stuffed with register tape and a myriad of other items to make his dad’s life easier—if he could find what he was looking for in all the junk. Ryan grabbed a notepad with a coffee stain on it and a worn stub of a pencil and settled down to make his daily to-do list. Haley had always made fun of him for planning out his day, claiming he couldn’t pee unless he’d written it down so he could cross it off later.

Writing lists calmed him. Or maybe it was being able to cross off the items he’d accomplished. Probably both. At the top of the blank page he wrote: Drop Wesley off at school. Then he drew a thick line through it. Talk about a blast from the past. Scallop Shores Elementary was like a frickin’ time capsule. The only thing that had changed was the roster of teachers. And Ryan wondered if there might have been one or two that were still there from when he was Wesley’s age.

He had to give the kid props. Wesley hadn’t cried or whined or bargained for another day or two before starting his new school. He’d put on a brave face, straightened his spine and even greeted his new principal with a handshake when they’d been introduced in the front office. Not that Ryan didn’t have respect for authority, but he was again reminded of how different he and his son were.

That had his mind wandering back to earlier in the morning, when he’d first walked into Bree’s kitchen. Ryan set down his pencil, cracked his knuckles and brooded. On the one hand, he was thrilled that Wesley had made such a strong connection to someone new in town. He hadn’t seen the kid have such an animated conversation . . . ever. Okay, so that was a very good thing.

But they were talking books. And he was so happy. And she got him. Bree understood Wesley and knew exactly how to draw him out of his little walled-up self. And that should be a good thing too. If it didn’t make him feel so damned inadequate.

He took a sip from his paper cup and gagged at how fast the coffee had cooled. Slipping off the stool, he realized he hadn’t even turned the heat on for the day. Only the front-end lights were on, too. And his dad would have his hide if he didn’t put the Muzak on. “I pay an arm and a leg for that damned thing, we’re damned well gonna play it,” the man used to rant when Ryan would forget to flip on the sleepy elevator music, when he opened the store every weekend morning while he was in high school.

Was there still such a service? He knew his dad used to pay a monthly subscription fee. Was the old man onto satellite radio, like the Sirius stations Ryan listened to on his daily commute back in California? Honestly, he couldn’t remember his father ever listening to music at home, so he couldn’t imagine him switching to CDs or an iPod, where he’d have to choose the music himself.

The bells over the door jingled just as Ryan was returning from the back office. A low rumble signaled the heater kicking on. He hurried up front to make sure his customer didn’t need any help.

“Well, if it isn’t the younger Pettridge. Your Ma told me how you’d be taking over the joint now. Hated like hell to take my business elsewhere when they were closed for a bit. How’s your Pop?” Curtis Blaise lifted his worn ball cap in greeting and yanked it back down over his salt and pepper hair.

“Dad’s doing well. He’s frustrated that he can’t do things for himself, and that’s probably the best motivator he can have for getting better. If his poor nurses can stand him, we should be fine.”

Curtis chuckled as he made his way down the plumbing aisle. He wouldn’t need any help. This guy practically lived at the hardware store. Ryan went back to his list.

Contact a Realtor. This one was tricky. He’d been so busy getting him and Wesley settled, that he hadn’t had time to sit down with his parents and broach the idea of selling the hardware store. All right, he hadn’t said anything yet because he was a wimp. He knew what had to be done, what was the best thing for all of them, in the long run. But he also knew his parents had emotional ties to the store that would make it a lot harder for them to see what was best.

Another jingle, another customer. Ryan had his smile in place before he even looked up, but it took a little extra effort to keep it in place this time. Mr. Swanson, his old high school algebra teacher, waved from the door and hurried up to the register.

“What a sight for sore eyes! I knew you’d be home sooner or later. Good to see you, boy. Good to see you.”

“How are you, Mr. Swanson? Still teaching?”

“Just retired last June, matter of fact. Probably be headed to points south by next winter. These old bones can’t take the cold. They want a nice moist heat . . . and golf.” The older man laughed heartily.

Before Ryan could say anything else, another customer slipped into the hardware store. Vera Walker, a grizzled old woman and the town postmaster for as long as he could remember (on both parts), stomped up to the counter.

“Our State Champion returneth. ’Bout time you showed your face, kid. Got any shovels left? I may have accidentally run mine over with my car.”

He skirted the counter and headed for a display of snow shovels, but not before Mr. Swanson slapped him on the back on his way by.

“Say, what kept you on the West Coast? You coaching football at some fancy private school out there?”

“Nope. Just crunching numbers.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m an accountant.”

His former teacher laughed outright at this.

“No offense, fella. It’s just that your math skills were somewhat lacking when last I knew you.”

“I guess I have a lot to thank Bree Adams for then. Remember, she helped me pass your class?”

“Good gracious, yes. If it weren’t for her, you’d have been kicked off the team.” Ryan’s old teacher paid for his rock salt and ice scraper and waved jauntily on his way out.

Didn’t look like he’d be keeping a low profile in town. These people didn’t have enough to keep them busy so they rehashed bygones. And if he didn’t want to join in, too bad. He was a part of Scallop Shores’ history and if there was anything this town loved to celebrate, it was its history.

Get in, get out. They didn’t need some poser sticking around and playing the role of town hero when he was really just a washed up has-been. Ryan greeted customers, reacquainted himself with his father’s ancient cash register and tried not to flinch every time someone patted him on the back and reminisced about his high school accomplishments.

This wasn’t supposed to be his lot in life. When Ryan had left town on a football scholarship, it was with the understanding that he was going places. He wasn’t going to be like his dad, running the family hardware store just like his grandfather before him. He was going to be a star.

Walking in the door today had been like stepping back in time. Bo Pettridge had liked things just so, which meant every aisle held exactly the same tools, gadgets and doo-dads that they’d sold back when Ryan was in high school. He remembered what it had felt like to be so full of hope. That sharp thrill of excitement that came with not knowing quite what to expect from his new school or his new teammates. How long had it been since he’d looked forward to the future with such eager enthusiasm?

He didn’t deserve their admiration. Why couldn’t they understand that? He hadn’t gone on to a dream job in the NFL, like everyone in town expected. Like he’d expected. He wasn’t even coaching as a backup career. He was just an accountant. He had failed. And if they still hadn’t figured that out, then maybe he could sell the hardware store and get out of town before they did.


Chapter 4

Two blocks. It was a two-block walk to the library from the duplex. Bree was a big girl. She had boots. She could trudge with the best of them. But Ryan had insisted on giving her a ride to work. And Wesley had sounded so eager to have her join them.

Of course it stood to reason that in the thirty seconds it took to scramble down from the cab of the pickup truck, she’d been spotted by no less than three coworkers. Wonderful. Fresh fodder for the gossip mill.

Frowning, she wondered what Foster would think when he heard she’d been seen driving around town with Ryan Pettridge. She’d deal with that later. She and Foster needed to talk. Or not. Did their “non-sparking” date warrant a phone call? Should she just leave it up to him? But she’d been the one to ask him out in the first place. Oh, good grief! This is why she didn’t date. Etiquette she should know but didn’t and entirely too much drama.

Bree stuffed her purse and insulated lunch bag into the bottom drawer of her desk. She sat down and removed her snow boots, trading them for a pair of slip-ons she kept at work. If she had a coat rack with a sweater to change into, she could be Mr. Rogers. She shuddered at the image.

“Bree, do you have a minute? We’d love you to sit in on the board meeting downstairs,” Martha Bruce, the head librarian, called from the top of the stairs.

“Certainly. Can I make a pot of coffee or anything?”

Staff meetings she was used to. Board meetings were another thing. Bree wasn’t involved in the budgetary concerns of running the library. She wasn’t sure if she should be worried or excited. They could be offering her more responsibilities, a way of advancing her career. Or they could be calling her in to explain that, due to budgetary concerns, they were letting her go. Surely she wouldn’t need to go before the whole board for that?

“It’s already done, dear. Help yourself to a Danish while they are still there. Harold has already eaten three.”

Wait. She always made the coffee for the staff meetings. Something was up. Bree wiped her palms on her skirt and hummed the Jeopardy theme song, her favorite relaxing tune, to herself. She gathered herself together to face the library board members.

“Good morning, Bree. Have a seat. Cheese Danish? I’m afraid the cherry ones are all gone.” Board president Harold Macon swiped at his bushy mustache with a napkin.

“I ate earlier. Thanks.”

Sitting in the empty chair across from Harold, she nodded a greeting to the other board members. There were six people seated around the oak conference table, not including herself. Martha busied herself at the back of the room, returning to place a cup of coffee on a saucer in front of Bree, before taking her own seat. Okay, now she knew something was going on.

“Thank you for joining us today. We know you have a lot to do. I’ll get straight to the point.” Harold placed his beefy palms against the surface of the table and faced the children’s librarian.

“As you are more than aware of, given that you work on the upper floor of the building, our poor library needs a new roof.”

Indeed, she had probably been the loudest complainer over that fact. Bree had been setting out buckets, every time it rained, for months. Try to keep a curious group of toddlers from playing in the water. Just try. Even now, after a good snowfall, once the sun came out and started melting it from the rooftops, she was scrambling to save her precious books from getting damaged.

“We’re getting a new roof? That’s fantastic!”

“No, Bree, we’re only agreeing that we need a new roof. However there isn’t enough money in the budget to afford one.” Harold shrugged one shoulder, as though in apology.

“But then why . . . ?” They had called her here to fire her. She placed her palms on the conference table and swallowed hard.

“We could hold a fundraiser. When the town rallies together we can do anything. I could put together some other ideas. Maybe a dinner, a hundred dollars a seat? Foster Duncan’s restaurant could cater it.” Her mind filled quickly with different ways the board could raise money for the repairs. If she could just get them to see they had options, lots of options.

“What did I tell you? I knew we had the right person for the job.” Martha smiled proudly from her seat beside Harold. She reached across the table and patted Bree’s hand.

“We thank you for the ideas, Bree, but we’ve already come up with one that we hope will work well. It’s quite clever and . . . very ‘with the times,’ I guess you could say. We invited you here to offer you the chance to spearhead this campaign.”

“I’d be honored. Truly. Thank you so much.” Breathless, she turned this way and that, making sure she’d thanked each board member personally, with a grateful smile and a nod.

“Now hold your horses. It’s going to mean taking some time away from your work. Naturally, we’d find someone to cover your hours.”

Bree nodded. Yes, yes. Planning took time and it was actually quite generous of the board to allow her to use work hours to complete it, instead of expecting her to fit it into her personal time. Though she had no problem with that, either. Whatever it took to raise money for a new library roof.

“And as you mentioned, you have the perfect contacts. Foster Duncan, Chase Eaton, perhaps. Oh, I’m sure you’ll think of others. We’d just need . . . well, twelve, really. The only one we would insist on is Ryan Pettridge. We must have him on board.”

“On the planning committee? Ryan?” She started to realize there was a large piece of the puzzle that she hadn’t been given yet.

“What a great idea, Bree! I’m sure he’d be a huge help getting the other men to sign on.” Martha clapped her hands together.

Everyone was smiling and nodding as though everything had been decided on. Bree was beginning to feel a bit like Alice in Wonderland. She looked around wildly, waiting for someone to clue her in. When everyone began to chat amongst themselves, Bree held up her hands and waved them around.

“Um, excuse me! Not to be rude or anything, but you seem to be under the impression that I have been filled in on exactly what my role in all this is.”

Silence followed her outburst. Bree dropped her hands quickly into her lap, staring down at the table. This wasn’t like her at all and now they were probably regretting handing over so much responsibility to a person who couldn’t control her manners.

Martha’s tinkling laugh rang out. “Good gracious, you’re right! We never told you what you’d be doing. Harold?”

“Yes. Yes. The board came up with the idea to produce a calendar. It should be a hot seller. We could stock them in the chamber of commerce, in the beach businesses after Memorial Day, the police station, and the fire station, naturally.”

“Naturally?” She still wasn’t following. Or perhaps it was the crazy loud warning bells clanging inside her head that made it hard to focus on the details.

“You’re such good friends with Cady Eaton that we assume you’ll ask her brother to be one of the models.”

“Ryan Pettridge can be any month you decide, but we insist he also be on the cover. He is our hometown hero, after all.” Martha rubbed her hands together, the look on her wizened face making Bree slightly sick to her stomach.

“This calendar of male models—are we talking something that plays up their roles in the community? A police officer in uniform. A fireman in turnout gear. Something . . . tasteful . . . right?” Belatedly, Bree remembered the feeling that Martha was trying to pull a fast one on her. Oh, crap!

She glanced at the closed door of the conference room, longing to be on the other side of it. Wishing she’d never been dragged into this meeting in the first place.

“We believe that wouldn’t sell quite as many copies, you understand. Mind you, there are limits. This will be a family friendly calendar, after all. Uniforms would be an excellent idea. Minus their shirts.” Harold coughed into his fist, his ears turning pink.

Good. Why should she be the only one uncomfortable about this idea?

“So I’m to round up twelve models, making certain they are all gorgeous and have a perfect set of abs?” She could barely get the words out, they were so embarrassing.

“That won’t be too hard, will it?” Harold arched a fuzzy eyebrow that perfectly matched his fuzzy mustache.

“Of course not. I would guess, though, that if Chase Eaton is to be asked, then being single is not necessarily a prerequisite for appearing in the calendar?”

“We aren’t asking you to start a dating service, Bree. Just make sure they’re hot stuff.” Martha winked.

Bree choked down her mortification. She may not want the job, but she sure as heck couldn’t pass up this chance to show the board what she was capable of.

“Good. Good. It’s settled then.” Harold paused, placing his palms on the conference table as he watched her carefully. “Because if this is too difficult, we’ll have to resort to other methods to obtain funds for the new roof.”

Ouch. Message received.

“You’ve got the right person for the job. You won’t be sorry. I’ll give you the sexiest calendar New England has ever seen.”

Bree reached for the last cheese Danish on the platter and stuffed it into her mouth before she could scream.

• • •

How would Bree convince Ryan to pose for this calendar when even she didn’t want him to do it? Living on the other side of the wall from the man was hard enough. Ever since she and Foster had come upon him moving in, her emotions had been in a constant state of flux. One minute, “Hurray, he’s back!” then “Good God, no, he’s back!” The less time she spent with him the better. Except that this had nothing to do with her and everything to do with a new library roof.

He’ll think it’s a lark. A hoot. It will give him a chance to preen and strut those peacock feathers. It’s not like he’d say no. Seriously. What guy would turn down the chance to pose for a calendar that will earn him recognition from Scallop Shores and possibly several of the surrounding towns in the area?

“You want me to what? Oh, hell no!” Ryan practically shrieked when she finally made her way to the other half of the rented duplex.

“Shh! You’re going to wake up Wes.” Her eyes darted toward the hallway and back again to the man towering over her.

“Yeah, right. It’s not like he’s asleep.” He gave her a disgusted look.

“But it’s almost nine p.m.”

“When you were his age, what did you do after lights out?” Ryan put his hands on his hips and waited.

“I don’t know. I was eight.” A smile touched her lips as a memory flickered to life like some old home movie. “I read under the covers with a flashlight.”

“Exactly.”

Except that he didn’t look like an indulgent father. Ryan looked sad, frustrated.

“If it upsets you, just say so. Put your foot down. You’re the father.”

“I don’t need parenting tips from you, thank you very much. And it doesn’t upset me. It’s not like he’s smoking weed and squirreling away porno rags. He’s reading. It’s his passion.”

Still stinging over the first part of that diatribe, Bree turned around so he couldn’t see how badly he’d hurt her. He was absolutely right. She had no business offering parenting advice when she didn’t even have any children of her own. She pressed her arms rigidly against her sides, worried that one slight jostle would shatter her entire body.

“I’m sorry.” His voice was low, calmer.

“For what?” Panic squeezed her muscles to the point of aching. What did he know?

“For going off on you. For taking out my issues on you. It’s been a long-ass day.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t be here. We’ll discuss the calendar another time.” Bree reached for the shawl she’d slung across the back of the kitchen chair but Ryan touched her hand.

“Don’t go. I could use the company.”

She looked down to where their skin just barely made contact. Years fell away and she remembered the night he’d come to say goodbye before leaving for college on the West Coast. The night she’d finally been able to show him how much he meant to her. The night her life had changed forever.

Ryan grasped her more firmly by the hand, pulling her into the living room and not letting go until they were both seated on the couch. She wanted to bolt. Quickly, before she did something she’d regret . . . again. She wanted to touch his face. He’d changed. There were lines around his eyes. Worry lines. She wanted to reach out, smooth them away with her fingertips.

“Can I get you a drink? I’m mostly a beer guy, but I think this occasion calls for some whiskey.”

An addled brain is exactly what she didn’t need.

“I’d rather not, thanks.”

“That’s my Bree. Always the good girl.” He teased her with his smile.

If he knew she was currently picturing him without his shirt—heck, without much of anything on—he wouldn’t be saying that. No beer, no whiskey, no coffee even. Just get in, get out and get on with her life. The sooner the better.

Her nose tickled as she picked up traces of a spicy scent that could have been his shampoo, his deodorant, or even some new male body spray. Breathing through her nose as shallowly as possible, Bree was ashamed to admit to herself that she was sniffing him. Good God! Yeah, she needed to wrap this up quickly. She set her jaw and scooted a safe distance away on the couch.

“So, clearly the theme of this particular fundraiser was not my idea.”

“Yet you were only too eager to be the one to execute it.” Again with the teasing tone.

“I didn’t know what I was signing up for! They tricked me.”

“It wouldn’t have been difficult. You always did go out of your way to help people. I see that hasn’t changed.” His smile turned reflective, his eyes darkening just the slightest bit. “Why pick me, though? Is it the abs? I was always able to drag your eyes out of a book whenever I took off my shirt.” Then he winked. Memories from another lifetime flooded her brain.

It was late, school having ended hours ago. She had stayed to watch football practice. Oh, who was she fooling? She’d stayed to watch Ryan. Grabbing her books out of her locker, she slammed it closed, only to find the object of her fascination leaning lazily against the one on her right. He was sweaty and grass-stained and in desperate need of a shower. Yet Bree found herself swaying breathlessly toward him.

“Saw you in the stands today.”

“I was here late. Figured I’d hang out for a bit.”

“Cool.” He placed a palm against the hard metal beside her head, leaning in almost imperceptibly.

“Anyway, I should go. My mom will be wondering where I am.” Pushing her thick glasses up the bridge of her nose, she swallowed hard. She studied the length of his arm, following it up to his face.

He seemed to be watching for her gaze to reach his eyes, because he chose that exact moment to wink. The breath she’d been about to exhale froze in her lungs. Her attention quickly snapped to his mouth. He licked his lips, the action practiced, unhurried. If he didn’t kiss her now, she would surely die!

And then he did. His lips were soft, the hint of a bristling mustache on his upper lip adding an exciting roughness. Only their mouths touched, and only for the briefest of moments. Before she could acknowledge that this was truly happening, he was already stepping back. He looked as stunned as she felt. Without a word, Ryan spun on his heel and jogged off, down the hall to the locker room. Bree brought a shaky hand to her lips as she watched him go.

A mixture of old hurts and sexual frustration had her snapping at him, “It wasn’t my idea. In fact, if it were up to me, you wouldn’t even have to do this stupid calendar.” Was it hot in here?

She might as well have slapped him. Ryan looked . . . wounded. Oh, for crying out loud! First he doesn’t want to have anything to do with the project, then he’s hurt when she agrees with him. There was no pleasing this man!

“It had already been decided, among the board members, that you would be the calendar cover. The piece de resistance.” He only glowered at her so she elaborated. “The whole ‘hometown hero’ thing.”

“And there it is.” Ryan faced forward, slapping his hand against his thigh and biting his lip as though he had a lot more to say.

“You don’t like being put into that position.” She reached out a hand, barely touching his bicep with her fingertips.

“Ya think?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and tunneled his fingers through his hair.

“Ryan, talk to me. I want to understand.”

He used to thrive on the limelight. Back in high school he was proud of the attention. He couldn’t go anywhere in town without a slap on the back, a handshake, and a hearty wave. And it wasn’t just praise. Bree could remember the free sodas they’d offer Ryan at the mini mart. The two gas stations in town vying for his business with free gas and car washes. He’d loved it all.

“You know what a hometown hero is? It’s someone who has made a sacrifice for their town. Someone who has given their life or a limb or something in service to their country. Something important.

“But Scallop Shores is so damned tiny that they don’t have one of those. So they make do. They pick a high school kid who was pretty talented with a football. He gave them some good memories, something to be proud of all these years later. And they put him up on this pedestal. Where he doesn’t belong.” He spit the last words out on a snarl, his hands curled into fists in his lap.

“You said it yourself. You made them proud. If they want to honor that, what’s the harm?”

“I was supposed to make them proud. I was on my way. I tried.” His anguished expression focused on his worn denim-clad thighs.

Bree bit her lip, unsure of what to do. She wasn’t used to grown men showing their emotions. Ryan was bitterly upset and it killed her to see him like this. If it were one of her little brothers, she would have taken him on her lap and held him close until he calmed down. But Ryan was an adult, way too big to put on her lap. Her cheeks grew hot.

“No ‘tried’ about it. You did make them proud, Ryan. We’re a simple town. You worked hard to get us to State and we won. You deserve the accolades.”

“Aw hell, that’s all I did. The recognition was for what I was supposed to do. I was on my way to a career in the NFL. I was supposed to be a pro football player. Then they could have called me a celebrity. But not now. Not when I failed them.”

“What are you talking about? Because you aren’t a football player now? You honestly think they care, Ryan? You don’t know for a fact that you would have gone pro. Sure, it would have been great. But it certainly wasn’t a given.”

“I got a full ride to UCLA on a football scholarship and I ended up a bean counter. And why? Because I got injured during a game? At practice? No! Because I slipped on the wet tile in the friggin’ dorm bathroom and messed up my knee bad enough to end my career before it even started. I’m not the town hero. I’m the town joke.”

Okay, this part she didn’t know. Word got back to Scallop Shores that Ryan had gotten hurt, that he’d torn his knee and needed surgery to correct it. It had just been assumed that he’d received the injury during a game. But it didn’t matter. The only person who cared about the specifics was Ryan.

The silence that followed told her he’d revealed more than he meant to. He was embarrassed. Again, she was torn between the desire to get up, give him the space to compose himself and the urge to take him in her arms and comfort him. She’d made the hard choice to let go of her own difficult past and it looked like Ryan needed to do the same thing.

“I’ll do it for you. The calendar.” He finally spoke, looking over at her, his warm brown eyes full of pain and regret. “Not for the town. Not for the notoriety. Just you. But I ask one thing in return.”

“Name it.” She didn’t need to ask first. She knew she could trust him.

“Help me connect with Wes.”

She blinked. “I don’t understand.”

“Yeah, you do. Don’t pretend you don’t see it. Bree, the kid is like a miniature version of you. He’d much rather be by himself, nose in a book. He has a hard time making friends. But he’s happy. I don’t want to change him. I just want to understand him and find some way to relate to him.”

“I’m not sure how to help with that.” She wrinkled her nose, her head tilted to the side.

“You two were discussing books. Series, right? Teach me about those books. Give me the Cliff’s Notes version so I can have the same talks with him. Help me keep up. Help me be able to recommend something I think he’d like.”

The man was a jock, through and through. He probably hadn’t read a book for pleasure since . . . well, probably never. But in Bree’s eyes he’d just made Father of the Year. It would have been far easier to force his own interests on his son, teach the kid football, baseball, anything he felt comfortable with. But he chose to support Wesley’s interests. And how could she say no to that?


Chapter 5

“So … how did your date with Foster go? Have I told you how proud I am that you took the initiative and asked him first?” Cady set a big mug of coffee in front of Bree and sat down across from her.

“It’s funny you should ask. See, I don’t remember telling you that I even asked him, let alone that we’d already gone out on a date.” Apparently the slice of banana bread she had ordered was considered community property, because Cady was already nibbling on a corner she’d pinched off.

“Silly Bree. I see all. Okay, I am told all.”

“Amanda?” She’d forgotten that Cady was best friends with Foster’s sister.

“Nope. Heard it from the man himself. You shocked him. In a good way, mind you.”

Bree groaned. This wasn’t good. She still hadn’t talked to Foster since their date several nights ago. He’d called a couple of times but, like the coward she was, she had let it go to voicemail.

“I’m guessing that means it didn’t go so well.” Cady’s frown was sympathetic. She leaned across the table. “Was he a bad kisser? I’ve always pictured him as a good kisser, but I could be wrong.”

“What were you doing picturing Foster and kissing, anyway?” Bree slapped at Cady’s hand when the woman reached for another bite of her banana bread.

This was getting distracting. She’d come here to get some work done on the fundraiser, work out a contact list and a budget. Cady was not making that easy.

“And speaking of kissing, shouldn’t you be off on your honeymoon? Generally that follows a wedding, such as you had.”

“It’s the middle of winter, in case you haven’t noticed.” Cady grinned broadly. “Burke has promised to take me to Paris in the spring.”

Bree let out a long sigh. Paris. Such a romantic city. The setting for so many incredible literary classics.

“All right, already! You aren’t going to bring it up on your own and I am dying to hear all about it.” Cady bounced in her seat.

“The date with Foster?” Why was she still on about that?

“No, the calendar!”

“Shh!” Bree hissed across the table. “How on Earth did you hear about that one?” Cady was good, but she wasn’t that good.

Her friend beamed from ear to ear. Her gaze swept the counter, where all the coffee shop regulars were busy with their own conversations. Turning back to Bree, she didn’t bother to hide the mischievous glint in her eyes.

“Martha was in the other day,” she began.

“She told you!”

“You didn’t let me finish. She came in for some pastries for a board meeting. Said they were having trouble coming up with a fundraising idea for a new roof for the library.” Cady paused to let her words sink in.

“This was your idea? So I suppose you were the one to suggest I be put in charge, too?”

“Hey, you were the one who had the big New Year’s resolution to find your own happily ever after.”

“Do I dare ask what organizing a calendar shoot of half-naked men has to do with my finding true love?”

“If you have to ask, sweetheart, it has been far too long,” Cady winked.

“Oh, good lord . . . ” Bree threw her hands up in surrender. “What if I told you that the date with Foster was amazing and we realized we’re soul mates and can’t believe it took us so long to figure it out?”

“Then I’d say you were lying.”

“Because Foster already told you about the date,” Bree finished for her.

“Back to the drawing board, right?” Cady gestured to the notebook on the table. “So who do you have on your list so far?”

“Your brother, for one. Do you think he’d do it?” Bree hunched down into the cowl neckline of her sweater, as if she could hide from the crazy fiasco that had become her life.

“Oh, please. In a heartbeat. Next?”

“Foster. Or is that too awkward? What if he won’t speak to me? I’ve kind of been avoiding him.”

“He’ll do it because you need him. And have you ever known Foster to be angry at anyone? I don’t think it’s physically possible. Talk to the guy. If you’re on the same page about the date, great. If not, he deserves to know the truth. Who else ya got?”

“Ryan Pettridge. I asked him last night. The board wants him on the cover.”

“Great idea! Love the hometown hero angle.”

Bree forked up a bite of banana bread and simply nodded.

“Okay, you’ve got the ones you’re comfortable with. Now it’s time to step outside your comfort zone and ask some men you aren’t as familiar with.”

“We’re still talking about the calendar, right?” Bree’s laughter betrayed her nerves.

“Who says you can’t pull double duty? You have been given an amazing opportunity here. Why waste it?”

“You mean, you arranged for this amazing opportunity. But finding someone to fall in love with is really something I need to do on my own.”

“I totally understand that. But tell me the truth, when were you planning to get up the nerve to ask someone new out? Things didn’t work out with Foster, but he’s not the only single guy in Scallop Shores. You need to put yourself out there. And if you happen to choose some men for the calendar that you’d like to get to know better . . . Again, amazing opportunity.”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Bree stood up, comfortable enough in her friend’s coffee shop that she didn’t think twice about heading behind the counter and refilling her own coffee mug.

“I can’t believe you aren’t more excited about it.” Cady tagged along behind her.

“Come on, look at me. I’m a librarian. A dowdy librarian. And I am tasked with finding twelve hot guys to sell enough copies of a calendar to fund a library roof.”

“You are far more beautiful than you realize, hon. But if that’s what has you worried, let’s do something about it.”

“Like what?” Bree turned around, coffee carafe in her hand.

“A makeover. Oooh, it will be fun!”

“You mean like doing each other’s nails and stuff?” She shuddered at the thought.

“I mean like taking you to Kayla’s Kut and Kurl and getting you a new look. Oh, and shopping! New clothes. New shoes.”

Bree gave her friend a considering look. She’d been telling herself the same thing lately. Somehow hearing Cady say it made it easier to admit. She returned the coffee to the warmer as she thought it over.

“I want highlights.”

“Yes! That’s perfect.”

“And layers.”

“See? I’m not pushing you into this at all. You’ve clearly been giving it some thought already.”

The bell over the door sounded and the women looked up in time to see Foster stroll in.

“Excellent timing, my friend. Bree has something she wants to ask you.” Cady sashayed over, hooking her arm in his and pulling him to the counter.

“Sometimes I could cheerfully punch you in the stomach,” Bree glowered.

“Do you do crunches, Foster?” Cady tickled him in the ribs.

“Really. I hate you.” Bree folded her arms across her chest.

“Quit hiding on the other side of the counter and come out here like a good girl.” Foster held out a hand. “We need to talk.”

Oh boy. Two birds, one stone. Bree took one last swig of coffee and prepared to face the music.

Foster led her to a quieter table in the corner, where they wouldn’t be disturbed. She looked up to see if Cady was going to come over with coffee for her latest customer, perhaps bring a pastry that she’d shamelessly ‘share’. Nope. The woman had the audacity to turn her back on Bree and focus on refilling coffee cups at the counter. No backup there.

“It didn’t go quite like we were expecting, hmm?” He stretched his long legs out under the table, nudging her foot with one. Whether on purpose or not, she wasn’t sure.

“I had a very nice time, Foster. Truly.” Guilt may have forced her to sound a little more enthusiastic than she’d meant.

“Enough to go out with me again? I could cook.” The crinkling at the corners of his eyes told her he was teasing her.

“Thank you for not insisting on a goodnight kiss. I just think that would have been incredibly awkward.” She blushed, recalling the sweet hug that Foster had given her on her front porch after he’d finished his cocoa and washed both their mugs.

“Can I ask you something?” Again, his foot brushed up against hers and this time she knew it was deliberate.

“Of course.”

“If we hadn’t run into Ryan, if it had just been you and me, with no interruptions, would you have agreed to go out with me on a second date?”

Bree’s breath caught in her throat. Foster couldn’t possibly know about her and Ryan. His flirty smile still in place, but she detected just a hint of resignation in his posture, in the tightness of his jaw. He already knew the answer.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, with regard to Ryan,” she answered breezily. “But, a second date? Probably not.” She bit her bottom lip, unsure whether a pat on his hand would come across as an apology, as she intended, or a brush off. To be on the safe side, she remained still.

“Well, I hope ‘new’ Bree gets up the nerve to finally go after what she wants. You deserve to be happy, sweetheart.”

And with that, Foster stood up from the table, leaned down and kissed her gently on the cheek. Those deliciously carved dimples flashed as he winked at her before heading up to the counter to order his coffee. She smiled. Foster Duncan wouldn’t be single for long.

• • •

Guilt. He couldn’t seem to get away from it today. First for dropping Wesley off with Bree for the morning while he headed over to his folks. When he reluctantly told his son that it would be better if he visited alone, it had been Wesley’s idea to ask Bree if he could spend the time there. The poor kid hadn’t made any friends at school this first week. The only real friend he’d made was Ryan’s former tutor. Oh, who was he kidding? She’d been a hell of a lot more than that to him once. His heart was all for finding excuses to see her again. His head reminded him he’d made some really bad choices where Bree was concerned and she deserved better than the schmuck who had left her. Okay, more guilt there.

Now he’d reached his parents’ house, only to discover that their driveway and porch were perfectly snow free, meaning someone else had done it for them. More than likely his mother had hired somebody local. He’d been so focused on Wesley this week, and getting the hardware store back open that he’d completely forgotten that his father couldn’t clear off his own driveway or steps anymore. Worst son in the world.

To top it off, his mother seemed to feel obligated to feed him whenever he stopped by. So while Ryan took off his boots and ski jacket at the door, his mother hurried into the kitchen to fix him a snack. He’d love it if she could just sit down and relax, but that just wasn’t in her nature. Knowing it would make her feel better, he waited while she put together a roast beef sandwich, potato chips, and a dill pickle on the side.

“Heard you stopped by the fire station,” he mentioned between bites. “Luke says you’ve spoiled the whole department, baking them cookies like that.”

“I refuse to apologize for pushing you to spend a little free time. Wes told me you never went out while you were living in California. He wasn’t even sure you had any friends out there.”

“Little traitor. It’s not like he could talk. We Pettridge men are loners. That’s all.” There was a fine line between being a loner and being lonely, but he wasn’t going to explore that just now.

“Rubbish. So what brings you by today—without my grandson?”

“Can’t a son come check on his father without the third degree?” Ryan took a big bite of sandwich and blinked innocently as he chewed.

Anne shook her head, watching him speculatively as she puttered around her spotless kitchen.

“How’s he doing?”

She twisted the dishtowel in her hands, lowering her voice as she glanced anxiously toward the living room doorway.

“He’s frustrated. He can’t speak. He can’t communicate what he wants unless I ask him yes or no questions.”

“Has there been any progress? Do they think this is the best situation for him?”

Ryan knew his father’s doctor had recommended he go into a nursing home. His father had become extremely agitated and, in order to calm the man, the hospital agreed to let him return home. But he had to show progress. The doctors needed to know that the homecare nurses and physical therapists were worth it.

“I think so. It’s really too soon to tell.”

“Well, I’ve got some news that will brighten his day. A chance for a good laugh at my expense.” Ryan winked at his mother, sweeping the crumbs off the counter onto his plate and carrying it to the kitchen sink.

“We could use a good laugh around here.” Anne pounced on the dirty dish in the sink, like she’d been waiting for something to do.

“Ma, come sit down. That plate will be there when you get back.”

He only wanted to have this conversation once.

The couch had been pushed to the far wall to make room for his father’s hospital bed. There was just enough room to edge through between them in order to sit down. The large screen TV had been mounted right beside the big picture window overlooking the front yard and the street beyond. Ryan’s dad, Bo, could watch television and still be able to see everything going on outside.

At the moment, the Patriots were playing the Bears. Ryan nodded when he saw the score. Ten, zip. Brady’s team was in good shape this year.

“That Super Bowl’s ours this year, Dad. Stupid Seahawks were a fluke last year.”

His father grunted something unintelligible, but his head bobbed up and down, which Ryan took to mean he agreed.

“So you want to hear something utterly ridiculous? Guess who has been roped into posing for a calendar? The Sexy Men of Scallop Shores.”

“Posing?” Anne asked, pointedly.

“Yep. Shirtless.”

“Good heavens!” She rolled her eyes while Bo made a choking noise in his throat.

Ryan wasn’t sure if he should be alarmed or not. But his dad had a twinkle in his eye. As he watched, the man lifted one shaky hand and turned it over slowly until he had one thumb sticking straight in the air. Yes!

“Oh, honey, good for you!” Anne gushed to her husband.

Bo dropped his hand on the bedspread as though disgusted. He was a grown man used to his independence. To be praised for something as little as a thumbs up must have been humiliating.

“Yeah, you’ll never believe who’s running the whole show, either.”

“I imagine it’s that little snip of a thing that runs the new coffee shop downtown. Cady?”

“Nope. Bree. The calendar is raising money for the library. A new roof.”

Anne looked torn between laughing and feeling bad.

“She came up with the idea of men posing shirtless for a calendar? That doesn’t sound like Bree at all.”

“Wasn’t her idea. But she jumped in to help.”

“What a nice girl. She’s always there to pitch in whenever someone in town needs her.”

Ryan looked away. He’d never stopped to ask Bree if they were interrupting her plans for the morning. For all he knew, she had something to do, somewhere to be. But she’d been wearing her glasses again, and a sleepy smile. So understatedly sexy. He’d had to beat a fast retreat before he did something stupid.

“Listen, we need to talk.”

He sat down on the end of the hospital bed, his back to the game. Patting the opposite side, he motioned for his mother to join him. Her lips pressed firmly together, she looked back and forth between husband and son before she finally took her spot on the bed.

“I wasn’t completely honest with you when I arrived in town. I told you about the temporary leave I was able to get through work. I know you want me to stay, to run the hardware store so it stays in the family. But I left part of my agenda out.” Daring a brief look at each of his parents, Ryan steeled his nerves and pressed on. “I didn’t come out here to run the store for Dad. I came out here to try to sell it for you guys and then Wes and I are going back to California.”

Anne gasped and Bo made a low growl in his throat.

“You need to think about the future. Both of you. Dad, you aren’t going to be able to run the store again. I’m not saying that to be cruel, it’s just a tough fact that we all have to face. Ma, are you going to do it? With the help you’d need to hire, it wouldn’t be cost effective. I’m not trying to be cruel. I’m trying to help you.

“I want to set you up with a nest egg. Dad, you’re gonna get better. Not perfect, but we’ll get you out there fishing again. And you always said you wanted to take up golf. I think you ought to sell the house too. Get out of this harsh weather and move somewhere more temperate.”

“You want us to move in with you?” Anne asked, confusion warring with anger on her face.

Holy crap, no! “Southern California is beautiful this time of year. But so is Florida. The Carolinas even. You’ve got lots of options.”

“We like it right here, thank you very much.” Her tone was on the waspish side as she grabbed Bo’s hand. A show of solidarity?

“But you had to hire someone to clear the snow. You shouldn’t have to do that.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Ryan! You hire people to perform a service. That’s their job. If we didn’t hire them, they wouldn’t have any work. It’s how the economy works.”

“But . . . ”

“What is so awful about living in Scallop Shores? Why can’t you stay? I would understand if you had a girlfriend back home. Someone that you can’t live without.”

Unbidden, Bree’s face floated into Ryan’s subconscious. He wanted to swat it away.

“We do have a life in California. Wes thrives at his school. It’s good for him.”

“Scallop Shores is better. The boy needs to learn that there are more things in life than his books. He needs to experience ice hockey and camping, swimming in the cold Atlantic and making homemade flapjacks with the berries he picked himself. And family. You’d finally bring Wesley here and have him get to know his grandparents, only to yank him away again so quickly?”

He couldn’t disagree with any of this. His need to leave town as quickly as possible had nothing to do with Wesley and everything to do with himself. Ryan watched his father clench his one working hand into a fist, relax it and clench it again.

It wasn’t his intention to yank the man’s control away. He was trying to be practical. And sometimes practical sucked. No way around it.

“I’m going to contact a Realtor. Maybe if you could see some actual numbers, find out what you could expect to get for the house and the business, that might help put things in perspective. Just think about it.”

Not having anything more to add, Ryan squeezed his dad’s shoulder and muttered a quick goodbye before he stood up and hurried for the hallway. His mother raced after him.

“Ryan? I know you don’t want to run the hardware store. We never wanted that for you. But this job that’s waiting for you? Do you really want to be an accountant? Don’t be in such a rush to get back there unless it’s what will make you truly happy.”

“It’s what I know, Ma. And here’s a shocker, I’m good at it.”

“I’m just asking you to consider staying. Spend a little time here. Remember what it felt like to belong.”

“I’ve got to go pick up Wes, Ma. Tell Dad I love him. We’ll stop by sometime tomorrow.” Ryan shoved his feet in his boots, grabbed his jacket and flew out the door with a careless wave.

His mother was right on all counts. He had nothing waiting for him in California, beyond a job that he could really get anywhere else in the country—including Scallop Shores. And the more time he spent in town, the more he did remember, and enjoy, the closeness, the sense of community, and belonging. Which just made him all the more anxious to leave. His hometown only served to remind him that he’d done nothing with his dreams—especially the dream he had that involved the pretty town librarian.


Chapter 6

They’d made plans to meet at her place after Wesley fell asleep. His son knew he would be right next door if he needed him. But that wasn’t likely. So it would be just the two of them. Ryan wiped his palms on his jeans, blew out a shaky breath, and tapped lightly at Bree’s door. He didn’t get where these stupid nerves were coming from. It wasn’t like this was a date or anything.

She answered the door in a pretty pink sweater and long flowing black skirt. Ryan liked how she dressed now, as opposed to when they were in high school. Back then she’d opted for huge shirts that she’d had to have bought in the men’s department. Shapeless outfits that, knowing Bree, were designed to hide her body rather than display it.

At least now she dressed femininely, even if she did still hide that sexy, lithe body of hers behind long skirts. The woman had legs like a dancer. It seemed a crime not to show them off.

He liked that she’d gotten contacts. Not that she hadn’t looked adorable in glasses, but he’d always loved her caramel-colored eyes and was pleased that he could see them better now. Shaking his head, Ryan wondered why he was spending so much time studying the way Bree looked.

Steering him past the cozy living room that was an exact replica of the one he and Wesley shared next door, she waved him across the hall, toward the kitchen table. He stopped and blinked. It was like stepping back in time. A stack of books and homemade flash cards waited for him on the table. Just like their old tutoring sessions. He wondered if she remembered how his mother had always served them homemade cookies and a tall glass of milk.

“Are you going to make me earn my cookies?”

Bree’s tutoring strategy had relied on a healthy dose of bribery. His mom would set the plate of cookies down and Bree would snatch it away, doling out cookies with each right answer. As they’d gotten to know each other and their relationship began to change, this wasn’t a bribery tactic, so much as it was pure flirtation. If he knew his parents weren’t paying attention, he would eat the cookie right out of her fingers.

“I thought of that just before you got here.” She blushed and he could see she was remembering how he’d nibble on her fingers. “Sorry, I don’t have any cookies. But I do have Kisses. You can earn those instead.”

Fire shot through his body, making him rock hard in an instant. Choking down a groan, he hobbled to the table before she could see how her words had affected him.

“I beg your pardon?” he croaked out.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake! Hershey Kisses? Chocolate? Not all women are as adept at baking as your mother.” She set a bowl of the foil wrapped candies on the table and slid into the chair across from him.

Unsure whether her pink cheeks were from embarrassment or mutual attraction, Ryan hoped for the latter. He’d spent years trying to forget the one night they’d been together and now the more time he spent with her, the more he couldn’t stop thinking about it. But that wasn’t why he was here. Focus, buddy!

“I can’t thank you enough for tutoring me … again. Wes wanted to know why I was coming over here tonight, wanted to know why he couldn’t come with me. If we could just keep this between ourselves?”

“Of course. I think Wes would feel awkward if he knew the lengths you were going to in order to connect. He’s a very lucky kid.”

“No, I’m a lucky dad. I can’t imagine my life without him in it.”

A look of intense pain crossed Bree’s features so swiftly that he almost second-guessed whether he’d actually seen it. Guilt clenched his gut. He knew she’d been expecting him to leave Haley after they’d admitted their feelings for one another. He’d wanted to. God, he’d wanted to. And then his son, who reminded him so much of Bree, might have actually been hers. Regrets? Yeah, he had a few thousand.

Seriously, dude! Focus already.

Bree reached for a book and began to give him an abbreviated version of the first year of Harry Potter’s life at Hogwarts. She quickly explained that he couldn’t hope to keep up his end of a conversation with Wesley by cheating and watching the films. She caught his eye at this point, showing him without words that she knew him better than he thought.

As he learned the characters and who held what role, Ryan was rewarded with a Kiss, tossed across the table. Never mind that he would have preferred the skin-to-skin version. Spending time with Bree was a reward in itself. They got through the first book and she insisted they take a break for the night.

“How about I make coffee?”

Since he wasn’t quite ready to leave her company, he nodded.

“If you’ve got decaf, I’d love some.”

Ryan got up and wandered around while she prepared their drinks. The cheap little desk in the living room held a small laptop. She hadn’t bothered to close it, so he figured he wasn’t exactly snooping by checking out what was on the screen. He chuckled to himself.

“You’re still trying to get on Jeopardy. That’s awesome. When the time comes, you better tell me. I fully intend to be in the audience to watch you become the next Ken Jennings.” He was proud of her, regardless.

“I don’t know. I think it’s time to admit I’ll never be Jeopardy material. If I haven’t made it on there by now, then I probably never will.” She stepped up beside him, handing him one of the mugs she’d carried in with her.

“Promise me you won’t ever give up. Your time will come.”

Ryan waited to see where Bree would settle, hoping she’d choose the couch where he could sit beside her. She looked at it, then perched herself in the overstuffed chair in the corner. He didn’t realize his sigh was audible until she looked up sharply and raised one brow, quizzically. Whoops.

“Can I ask you a question?” He sat down in the center of the couch, cupping his mug in his palms.

“Fire away.”

“Why didn’t you become a teacher? You used to talk about it all the time. It was why you began tutoring. My mom said you quit school to help your mom. But surely you could have just taken a little time off?”

Bree glanced away.

“It didn’t fit in with my plans anymore. My mom needed me. My stepdad was gone. The boys needed me. I had to find a job where I could get all my training online.”

“While still being able to work with kids,” he added.

“A happy coincidence.”

“You would have made an excellent teacher. You still could.”

“I like where I am now. It’s satisfying.”

“Recruiting men to pose for your calendar—shirtless,” Ryan teased.

“Never a dull moment, huh?” She took a sip of coffee and leaned back into the cushions.

“I’ve missed you, Bree.”

Huh. It would appear that something as simple as decaf coffee had the power to loosen his tongue tonight.

“My turn. Can I ask you a question?”

“Don’t hold back.” He watched her over the rim of his mug.

“Why numbers? Why accounting? As I recall, you and numbers didn’t get along.”

Because it reminded him of her. He couldn’t tell her that, though.

“People change, I guess. And as far as a backup career, it seemed as good as any.”

“I suppose. But you didn’t have to abandon sports altogether. You could have become a coach. Or gone into sports medicine. Or announcing.” Oh, she was just getting warmed up. He could tell.

“After my accident, I felt like a fraud just thinking about anything sports related, you know?” He had never admitted that to anyone.

“Never too late to change your mind.”

“Fair enough, Ms. Librarian. Fair enough.” He drained the last of his coffee and set the mug on the coffee table. “It’s late. I should let you get some sleep.”

“Can I stop by the store in the next couple of days? You said you had some names of other guys that might want to help with the calendar?” She stood up from her chair, looked as though she might sit back down again and then thought better of it. Though she acted twitchy because she was anxious for him to leave or because she wished he would stay, Ryan couldn’t be certain.

“I open at nine. Stop in any time after that. We’ll put our heads together and come up with some detailed lists to get us started.”

“Great. I’ll make up for the lack of cookies tonight and bring you something from Cady’s Dream. What do you like?”

Oh, there was a loaded question, if ever he’d heard one. He shook the naughty thoughts that were beginning to form from his head.

“I’m not picky. Anything you bring, I’ll love.”

They stood at the front door. Ryan put one hand on the doorknob but turned back to say one last goodnight.

“I meant what I said before. I’ve missed you.”

She was so close. If he leaned in just a little . . .

“I’ve missed you too, Ryan.”

His name on her lips was all the encouragement he needed. He let go of the doorknob to cup a hand behind the back of her head. If she told him no, he’d stop. Instead, her eyelids fluttered shut and her head angled just enough to show him she had no intention of stopping him.

A low groan rumbling deep in his throat, he captured her mouth in a soul-stealing kiss. Shocked that he could still remember how she tasted after all this time, Ryan held on tight. Feelings he’d denied for thirteen years came flooding back. Love. Pain. Guilt. Regret. So much regret. He crushed her to him, wishing like hell that he could go back and make different choices. Choices that included Bree, that didn’t push her away.

He felt the searing touch of her fingertips on his shoulders as a brand. Slowly they crept up to wrap around his neck, her deft fingers sliding into his hair to drive him crazy with need. Pivoting their bodies, he pushed her up against the door and released her mouth to trail hot kisses along her jaw, feasting on her sensitive neck.

His Bree.

“We should stop.” Her voice was husky.

He couldn’t get close enough. Her hands were grasping at his. Tangling their fingers together.

“Ryan, you need to leave.”

Understanding finally reached through his sex-addled brain. Trembling, he put his hands on either side of her, pushing himself just far enough away so that they were no longer touching. His heart beat erratically. He was breathing like he’d run a marathon.

“I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t . . . ” She placed a finger against his lips and shook her head.

“Don’t ruin a perfectly wonderful moment with an apology. Please. I’ll see you soon.” Slipping out of his arms, Bree backed up until she was a safe distance down the hall.

He searched her expression, worried he’d scared her by coming on so strong. Her cheeks were flushed, but her eyes sparkled and her lips tilted just a bit at the edges. He realized that she had moved away not just from him, but from her own reactions. Take it slow, Pettridge. Don’t mess it up this time. Fumbling for the doorknob, he welcomed the bite of cold that slapped him in the face as he hurried to his own place.

• • •

“The secret to having confidence is knowing you look good under your clothes.” Cady held up a barely there red lace bra.

Bree shook her head, still amazed that she’d let herself be dragged into a Victoria’s Secret, of all places. But she was with the two women from Scallop Shores that she felt the most comfortable around. Cady had been pushing her to step outside of her introvert bubble for years now, worming her way into Bree’s heart along the way. She could also thank Cady for her more recent friendship with Quinn. She probably wouldn’t be so close to Quinn if Cady hadn’t insisted on them sharing a table at the bakery and getting to know one another when Quinn had first come back to town.

“It’s like walking around with a happy little secret all day.” Quinn snatched the matching panties off the display table and stretched them out between her hands, wiggling them in front of Bree.

A happy little secret. She sighed. She’d been walking around with her own happy little secret all day. She was supposed to be enjoying some girl time but it was awfully hard to concentrate when she kept replaying Ryan’s kiss over and over in her head.

“Yeah. Happy. Little. Secrets.” Cady drew out each word as she leaned in close to Bree’s ear.

“Spill it, sister. You know you want to.” Quinn nudged her shoulder as she crowded in on the other side of her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bree stuttered.

“Like we haven’t noticed you floating around in a daze. Give us a little credit, Bree. Who’s the lucky guy?”

“Oh, is it Foster? I heard you’d finally gone out with him.” Quinn’s eyes danced with merriment.

“Catch up, Quinn. Foster was ages ago. And Foster never put that rosy glow in her cheeks.” Cady grabbed her arm and dragged her over to a bench near the changing rooms.

Bree chewed her new lipstick off her bottom lip. She wasn’t used to wearing it anyway. She wasn’t used to any of this. Spending quality girl time. Getting a new haircut and having her makeup done professionally. Now shopping for clothes and lingerie to complete the new look. This was all uncharted territory for her.

But she had to admit that she was having a lot of fun. And it felt good to know she could talk to her friends about Ryan. It gave her hope that maybe one day she could open up about the baby she’d lost. That particular secret was a heavy emotional burden to carry all by herself. And if she were truly moving on with her life, the next best step would be to let someone else in on what happened all those years ago.

“It’s no big deal, really.”

Or it shouldn’t be. He was only in town for a short while. He’d made it clear that he had no intention of staying. Best not to make any more of this than it was.

“Bree, no offense, love, but no man has put a smile like that on your face in the entire time I have known you.” Cady’s expression was matter of fact.

“Just don’t make a fuss over it. Okay?” She paused, staring them each down before continuing. “You know the duplex I rented over on Ramsdell Way? Ryan Pettridge and his son have moved into the other half.”

“You slept with Ryan Pettridge?” Cady gasped.

Bree cringed. Even though they were in a Victoria’s Secret in the mall two towns over from Scallop Shores, she didn’t want her business broadcast for perfect strangers to overhear. When a few heads turned at this line of questioning, she clamped her mouth shut and glared at Cady. Standing up, she gathered a couple of bras, panties, and a long silk sheath and made like she was going to try them on. Hitching her head to the right, she indicated that the women should follow her into one of the dressing rooms.

“You didn’t!” Quinn breathed when they were squished into the tight cubicle with the door shut.

“No, I didn’t,” she whispered. At least not this time. Bree tried not to giggle at the look of disappointment on Cady’s face.

“I kissed him. Or he kissed me. He definitely started it.”

“But you finished it,” Quinn added.

Bree sighed. Yeah, she’d finished it all right. Though the more she thought about it, the more she wished she’d found a more satisfying way to finish it.

“So Ryan Pettridge, huh? Star quarterback. Mr. Jock. Hooking up with the bookworm. Talk about opposites attracting.”

“It’s not like we don’t share a past.” Wait, wrong choice of words. “He’s a nice guy.” She backpedaled.

Ryan had been the only person in their small high school who had ever really seemed to notice her. Okay, so she’d worked hard to fade into the background. She was just more comfortable that way. But Ryan made her feel different, pretty, even. When she was around him she didn’t want to hide.

“When he gets a look at the new you, he’s going to flip!” Cady reached out and let a lock of Bree’s newly styled hair slip through her fingers.

“No more playing Little Miss Wallflower, all right?” Quinn admonished.

Bree stood up in the small dressing room and faced the mirror. She studied her reflection with a critical eye. The long layers added body to her normally flat hair. She gave her head a toss, smiling as she watched it all bounce back into place. And the color! The subtle streaks of blonde and red gave her own boring brown a real depth. It looked good. She looked good.

“Quinn, your sister did an amazing job. I really do love it.” Bree gave her friend an impulsive hug.

“Yeah, I want that red color for myself now,” Cady added. “I made an appointment on our way out.”

“So now all that’s left is to find a sexy wardrobe to wear under your new clothes. No more granny panties.” Quinn giggled.

“But no one is going to see what I’m wearing underneath.” Bree addressed her reflection, turning this way and that as she continued to get used to her new hairstyle. Though she couldn’t help but wonder what a decent push up bra would do for her nearly non-existent bustline.

“Are you sure about that? What about Ryan? You’ve already kissed. The ultimate goal is to end up in bed, right?” Cady stood up, hovering just behind Bree’s left shoulder.

“That’d be nice, but no, it’s not the ultimate goal. Remember my plan—you both found your dream guys, your happily ever afters. I want mine too.”

“And you can’t have that with Ryan?”

“Not unless I intend to move to California with him when he goes back home. If he were to ask, that is.”

Cady made a disgusted growl in her throat. “He is home. You just need to convince him that he has no reason to leave.”

“And you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” Bree teased. It wasn’t that long ago that Cady, herself, had planned to move away from the town she’d grown up in.

“Want me to have Burke talk to him? He’s pretty frickin’ convincing.” Cady’s grin curled up at the corners and she got a faraway look in her eyes.

“I’m pretty sure he’s only that convincing to the person he’s sleeping with.”

They all laughed out loud.

“Bree, Ryan isn’t anxious to get home because he has someone waiting for him there, is he? I mean, I heard he and Haley divorced years ago, but still . . . ” Quinn’s eyebrows drew together as she frowned in concern.

“I don’t think so.” But that was just it. She hadn’t thought of that scenario at all.

Because Bree knew better than anyone that just because he kissed her did not mean he was single and available. She’d fallen hard for Ryan in high school and, despite the fact that he was dating the head cheerleader, Haley, she’d given herself to him. Naively, she’d been expecting their lovemaking to be a life altering enough experience that he would leave Haley for her. But it had done the opposite. Not only had he stayed with Haley, he had gone on to marry her and have a child with her.

Quinn didn’t realize it, but she had just helped Bree put things in perspective. Kissing Ryan had been nice. It brought back some pleasant memories of her first time. And the amount of women who could look back on their first time with a man with only the happiest of memories were probably few and far between. But Ryan was a part of her past, and there he’d have to stay.

No more kissing. But if they were going to work so closely together for the next few weeks as he helped her on this calendar project, not to mention the time spent guiding him toward a stronger connection with Wesley, they needed to finally talk about their night together. She deserved to hear why he chose Haley, and Ryan deserved to hear how badly he’d hurt her by cutting her out of his life. He didn’t need to know about the baby. He had Wesley.

“Come on, ladies. We’re here to shop. Burke has been running the coffee shop all day and I plan to reward him with a naughty little fashion show later tonight.” Cady winked at her friends.

One by one they filed back out into the store to focus on matching bra and underwear sets. For every demure pale pink or white set Bree found, Cady would snatch it out of her hands and replace it with something in fire engine red or lacy black. Eventually, Bree decided it was best just to give in and buy the ones Cady had chosen. She had to admit they were really sexy and part of her couldn’t wait to experience that “happy little secret” that would lend her the confidence she needed to talk nine more gorgeous men into posing shirtless for her. Um, for her calendar.


Chapter 7

Bree fiddled with the veggie tray, arranging the carrots just so. Ryan had assured her that the guys wouldn’t touch it, but it couldn’t hurt to try. Given enough fancy dips and ranch dressing, her little brothers would try almost anything. Besides, it was colorful. Who couldn’t resist all those bright oranges, yellows, reds, and greens?

Tapping her chin, she stepped back and surveyed the buffet arrangement she’d set up on Ryan’s kitchen table. Seven layer dip. Check. Baked beans in the crock-pot. Check. Nachos laid out on the cookie sheet, ready to be popped into the oven. Check. Ryan had even made some surprisingly good buffalo wings. Double check.

“So what are we going to do while they watch their silly game?” Wesley slumped into a chair, grabbing a handful of potato chips and stuffing half of them in his mouth.

“We are going to watch the game with them. We’re going to learn a thing or two about football.” She turned and gave him a questioning look. “Unless you’ve already been taught the finer points of football. You and your dad must have been watching together for years.”

“Nope. He doesn’t watch football.”

“But it’s his favorite thing.” She scrunched up her nose.

“So everyone keeps telling me. ‘Your dad was the best football player this town ever had.’ Kinda hard to picture, you know? He’s just my dad. A guy who works in an office and gets really busy around tax season.”

Wesley got up and grabbed a library copy of the first in the Percy Jackson series off the counter and hunkered back down in his chair. Frowning, Bree went over and snatched it out of his hands.

“Hey! You gave that to me. You can’t just take it away.”

“I let you borrow it and I can take it back any time I’d like.” Dealing with Ryan’s son was just like dealing with Sam, Perry, and Theo. Thinking of him as she would one of her little brothers made the ache in her heart over the loss of her own baby slightly less painful.

“I’ll give it back after the game. But this afternoon we’re going to mingle.” She ruffled his hair when he tried to make a sneaky grab for the book.

“Why are we having this party anyway? Dad doesn’t do parties. And you’re the only girl. Doesn’t that make you feel weird?”

Okay, quite honestly? She’d rather be absolutely anywhere else at the moment. But Ryan had offered to throw this little shindig as a way of getting all his old teammates together so she could ask them to pose for her calendar. She had ceased calling it the library fundraiser. This was her project and she was owning it.

“It’s called ‘networking’ and is a little hard to explain to a second grader. But we’re going to have fun, eat lots of junk food and probably use curse words.” Or at least that’s what she assumed went on when grown men sat around watching a sporting event on TV.

“Sweet! Do I get to swear?”

“Wait a minute—what did I just walk in on?” Ryan leaned a hip on the doorjamb and raised an inquisitive brow at Bree.

“Bree said watching football is all about having fun, eating junk food, and swearing.”

“And she’d be the expert on all things football,” Ryan scoffed. He grinned and added, “She came to all of my games and most of my practices, but I’ll never understand why. She had that cute little nose of hers buried in a book the whole time.”

He knew she’d been there?

“Hey, you told me I couldn’t read during the game!” Wesley pouted.

“And I meant it. Today we’re learning the rules of football. But you’ve got a few minutes before everyone starts arriving, so you can read until then.” She handed him back his library book and smiled as he raced off.

“You really have no clue what goes on during a football game, do you?”

Ryan slipped into the room, intent on picking up where they’d left off the last time he’d been at her place. Bree looked from him to the doorway, where his son had left only moments before. She edged around to the other side of the table, maintaining distance between them.

“I thought things get rowdy? Am I wrong?”

“Depends on the game. If no one is scoring, it can be a bit dull.” He continued his pursuit, like a panther on the prowl. “Have I mentioned how much I love what you’ve done with your hair? And your clothes?” His eyes roamed from the jeans tightly encasing her legs to the Patriots tee, the V-neck of which accentuated her new cleavage created by a push-up bra.

“Tell me why you haven’t watched any football games with Wes.”

That stopped him in his tracks. Ryan turned and paced toward the fridge, keeping his back to Bree.

“It’s no big deal. I just don’t really care for football anymore.”

“Bullshit.”

“Why Ms. Librarian, I am shocked!”

“Hey, I said there’d be cursing, so I may as well be the one to start. You love football. It’s your passion.”

“It’s my nightmare. Don’t worry about it. We’re watching now, aren’t we?”

“Why?” Bree walked up behind him, placing a small hand on his broad back.

He turned around, slipping her fingers between his own. Closing his eyes for a moment, he gave her a forced smile.

“I’ve seen what you’re doing. These changes you’re making. You’re brave. I’m proud of you. And inspired. It’s about damned time I made some changes of my own.”

They stood silently for a moment, hands linked. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him for that talk they needed to have. Somewhere more private. But footsteps scuffed up the porch steps followed by a loud knocking. Their guests were arriving.

Together they met Chase and Foster at the door. Right behind them was Jonah Goodwin. He and Ryan had never actually been introduced, but Bree knew him well. They’d even suffered through an incredibly awkward fake date at Quinn’s behest. She gave him a hug and ushered him inside, introducing him to his host for the afternoon.

No sooner had the door shut than a quiet tapping announced another guest. Bree waved the rest of the men into the living room and answered it herself. Lucas Bretton. She smiled at the boy-turned-man who quite possibly topped her in terms of shyness. He held out a plate.

“My mom wouldn’t let me show up empty-handed. It’s some pasta salad type thing.” Lucas shrugged down further into his coat.

“Well, you be sure and thank your mom for me. I am sure everyone will love it.” Bree patted him on the arm, taking the dish from him and showing him where he could stash his jacket.

“Wes, buddy, come out and meet some of my old friends,” Ryan hollered down the hallway.

“Hey, mind who you’re calling old!” Chase called from Ryan’s recliner, where he’d quickly scored the best seat in the house.

“I heard you’re a daddy now. How are those reflexes, Pops?” A beer can sailed through the air and Chase caught it easily.

Bree shook her head. She wasn’t sure she could deal with this much testosterone in one room. It was going to be a long afternoon.

The Patriots were playing the Broncos to determine which team would make it to the Super Bowl this year. She may not know much about football, but Bree realized this was the second biggest game of the year. Every man in that crowded living room was pumped—including Ryan.

She played the good little hostess, refreshing drinks, letting in the last few guests and passing the bowls of chips, pretzels, and popcorn among the men. She asked a question here and there, but Ryan made good on his promise to teach her and Wesley about the rules of the game. Filing it all away, she found herself getting caught up in the action on screen. And by the way he jumped around whenever the Patriots scored a touchdown, so was Wesley.

“Are you two finally dating now or what?” Doyle (she couldn’t remember his last name) passed her an empty beer can in exchange for a new one.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she stuttered.

“You mean why Bree is the only woman in attendance today?” Foster’s grin was huge. Technically, he didn’t even need to be here. He’d already signed on to help her out. But he’d let her know there was no way he was going to miss her asking his old teammates for help. “Bree has a little project she’d like your help on.”

Still puzzled over Doyle’s question, she turned to see how Ryan had reacted. The man was pretending as though he hadn’t heard a word. At the moment he was digging through the seven-layer dip like he was expecting to find treasure at the bottom of the bowl. Coward.

It was halftime and everyone was getting up to stretch and take turns using the bathroom. Unfortunately, Foster had managed to bring the group focus to Bree, who blinked owlishly. All right then. It looked like she had the stage.

“Okay, so you all probably know I’m the children’s librarian at the public library. I’ve been tasked to raise funds for a new roof.” Being men, they were hardwired to solve problems. Everyone began offering suggestions at once. Bree held up her hands and waited until they had quieted down.

“We already have an idea on how to raise the money. That isn’t why we asked you all here. But thanks.” She took a deep breath and launched into the speech she had practiced over and over as she’d paced her apartment the night before.

“Now this wasn’t my idea, just so you know.” All eyes were on her and Bree could feel the heat radiating from her warm cheeks. What was that saying, when in a situation like this? ‘Picture them all in their underwear?’ But wasn’t that what she was kind of asking them to do? Instead, she pictured her own underwear. The lacy red, barely there thong that was the most daring thing she’d picked up on her shopping trip with the girls. Her happy little secret that was supposed to instill confidence. Well, she needed to channel a little of that confidence right now.

“The committee decided the best way to raise money for the new roof would be to put together a calendar of, um, hot men. And they figure they can sell more calendars if those men weren’t wearing their shirts. Ryan was gracious enough to help me put together a list of possible calendar models and, congratulations, you made the cut.” She clapped her hands and mentally patted herself on the back for getting through that moment.

Hoots and laughter filled the room. Foster gave her a cheeky grin and a wink. No bygones there. Again she looked to Ryan for support, and this time she got it. He stood up, put two fingers in his mouth and let loose a piercing whistle. The men fell silent.

“Listen up. Bree needs our help and we’re gonna do it. Pretend you’ve got some manners and treat this lady with the respect she deserves. Before you leave today you will each give her your contact information and your schedule. Let her know when you’d be most available for a photo shoot.”

Bree almost expected to hear them all shout “break” after he was done talking. But they didn’t. Each man nodded his acquiescence while puffing out his chest to show he was more than up to the task. She couldn’t help but chuckle a little. Ryan had fallen back into the role of quarterback quite easily. She wondered if he even realized it.

Eight men for her calendar down. Four more to go. Since this was essentially Cady’s idea, her friend could help her come up with the last few. Bree had a feeling Cady was just dying to be asked.

• • •

More snow. Though he’d been excited to see it when they’d first arrived back in Scallop Shores, Ryan now admitted the novelty had worn off. All it meant was more shoveling, more clearing off the cars and navigating treacherous roads.

But it was Monday and that was the one day of the week that Pettridge Hardware was closed for business. Folks knew how to reach his parents if they were desperate enough. If he got a call from his mom, he’d meet someone there. He’d originally planned to meet the Realtor and discuss how much they could expect to list the store for, but that could wait one more day.

His cell phone had rung at butt early o’clock with a message from the school announcing a snow day. That meant he and Wesley would be cooped up with nothing to do but talk and hang out. It disgusted him that the very idea made him a little queasy. Not that things weren’t getting easier. Bree had coached him through the sixth book of the Harry Potter series and Ryan was almost to the point where he wanted to read the books for himself.

Ryan loved his kid more than life itself. He realized now that he’d done Wesley a disservice by turning his back on his own passions just because of one stupid accident. Football was a huge part of who he was. And if he were to truly connect with his son, he needed to introduce him to the game. There was plenty of room in his young life for books and sports.

But it was hard to think about football when they were snowed in for the day. So he sat at the table with his trusty to-do list, reminding himself to check the contents of the pantry in hopes of finding hot chocolate and microwave popcorn. Next he wrote “Netflix movies.” Ryan wondered if the first couple of Harry Potter films would be appropriate for an eight year old. After all, Wesley had gotten through the entire book series without a single nightmare.

Wesley stumbled out into the kitchen, hair rumpled from sleep, slightly too-small pajamas askew. He blinked at the overhead light as he slid into a chair at the table while fumbling with his glasses.

“Snow day. No school.”

“No school? Why?”

Ryan chuckled. For a So Cal kid, the concept of canceling school due to an act of nature was completely foreign. He ruffled Wesley’s hair and went in search of a quick breakfast for the both of them.

A knock at the door had them both looking up, curious. There was only one person it could be at this hour, given that the driveway was currently impassable. Ryan headed down the hall to let Bree in.

“Happy first snow day! Well, for Wes anyway. How are we celebrating?” She sailed in, heading straight for the kitchen.

“I was thinking we would gorge ourselves on hot chocolate and popcorn while watching Harry Potter on Netflix.” He followed right behind her.

“Perfect end to a snow day. But what are we doing outside?”

Father and son looked at her blankly.

“Oh, come on, Ryan. Where did all the kids meet on a snow day? Lots of snow. Lots of hills.”

“The golf course! God, I haven’t thought of that place in years. But we don’t have any tubes or sleds.”

“My little brothers still have theirs. And I think it’s high time we introduce Wes to my youngest brother, Theo. He’s only a couple of years older than you.”

Sledding at the golf course. Ryan had to admit that sounded like a great idea. He grinned around a bite of Pop Tart. Holding one out in front of him, he offered it to Bree.

“Oh, come on, guys! If you’re going to be hiking up and down hills all day, you need your protein.”

Sashaying toward the fridge in her deliciously tight jeans, Bree took out a carton of eggs, some ham and veggies and proceeded to make them the most mouth-watering omelets Ryan had ever tasted. The woman could take over his kitchen any time she wanted.

Leaving the dishes for when they returned, the threesome bundled up and headed outside to tackle the driveway and clear off the pickup truck. Bree’s mom was happy to get a cooped-up Theo off her hands for the day and helped them load an assortment of snow tubes, toboggans, and plastic sleds into the back of the truck.

Though it was still early, half the town was parked along the edges of the golf course. Ryan squeezed into a spot up against a snow bank. Bree and the boys had to slide out on his side.

Prepared for an awkward silence in the truck, Ryan had been pleasantly surprised to find that Wesley and Theo hit it off quickly. Apparently Harry Potter was a universal topic and the boys were soon bonding over Quidditch matches and favorite death scenes. Bree didn’t interrupt, her eyes straight ahead and a satisfied smirk on her face. Okay, he was grateful.

It turned out that Theo was a popular kid, and with Ryan’s permission, he dragged Wesley off to join a group of boys racing down one of the steeper slopes. Bree trudged along beside him, her cheeks and the tip of her nose the same rosy pink as the matching knit hat and scarf she wore. Impulsively, he grabbed her mittened hand and squeezed.

“I remember one year we were all out here after freezing rain coated the snow in a layer of ice. Do you remember that?” He glanced over as he positioned an inflatable toboggan at the top of a lesser-crowded hill.

“Oh my gosh, yes! We were all getting scratched and bloodied on that snow. It was crazy.”

“Crazy fun!”

“Well, yeah.” Her grin was shy.

“Come on.” He sat down on the back end of the toboggan and gestured for her to sit in the cradle of his thighs. “You know we fly a lot faster if we weigh it down together.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve gone flying down these hills, but I do recall some spectacular face plants.” Bree shook her head, even while giggling.

“Do it. Do it,” Ryan chanted.

She sat down on the sled, drawing her legs up to cross them in front of her. Ryan pulled her tight against his chest with one arm and pushed them off with the other.

Together they careened down the hill, laughing and shrieking the whole way. Someone had built a mogul about two-thirds of the way down and though they both tried to lean toward the right to avoid it, the toboggan hit the edge and was airborne for a few seconds before dumping the hapless couple into the snow.

Ryan was still holding on tight, so when they landed he was on his back with Bree somehow twisted to land on top of him, face to face. He could have let go and allowed her to scramble free. But they lay there, frozen puffs of breath mingling in front of their faces. His attention was drawn to her mouth as she chewed on her bottom lip. Leaning forward, he decided he needed to sample it for himself.

“We need to talk.” Pushing a mitten against his chest, Bree rolled off him and hurried after their toboggan, which had continued on a few feet down the hill without them.

Uh oh. All he’d wanted was a kiss. She’d sure welcomed his advances the last time. He blew out a frustrated sigh and followed after her, grabbing the toboggan rope from her and pulling the sled up the hill behind him.

They reached a spot at the very top where they had the best vantage point of the golf course. Ryan spotted Wesley on his way back up the busiest hill. The smile on his son’s face was huge and he was chatting nonstop with Theo and another little boy. Satisfied that he wasn’t needed at the moment, he set the toboggan down off the trodden path and away from the hill’s edge. Then he waited for Bree to sit down beside him.

“What’s wrong?” He tried to get a read on her facial expression.

“Nothing is wrong. Everything is very right. Very good. And that’s . . . bad.” She dropped her face into her mittens, pressing them against her eyes as she groaned.

Ryan watched Bree struggle to put her thoughts into words. She looked determined. Sitting up straighter, she tightened her jaw, thrust out her chin. She swallowed a few times and cast him a wary look from beneath her lashes.

“Why not me?”

He blinked, repeating the question over silently in his head until it finally parsed. “We need to talk.” Oh God. This was a conversation he’d been putting off his entire adult life. But she was absolutely right. He had never explained to Bree why, after such a perfect night, he had still chosen Haley.

“You must think I’m the biggest jerk. An idiot who can’t make up his frickin’ mind. One minute I’m telling you that you’re the love of my life and the next I’m back with my girlfriend—and marrying her.”

“I believed you, when you told me you loved me. And I still believe that you really thought you did. So, yeah, I’m a little confused.” She didn’t look confused. She looked defeated. And he’d done this to her.

“Oh, Bree. I did love you.” I still do, he almost added. “If I’d been single . . . that night . . . I would have stayed with you in a heartbeat. I wanted a future with you. You were my soul mate.”

“You chose Haley,” she whispered.

“I thought I was doing the right thing. I’d cheated on my girlfriend. I never thought I was that kind of guy. I hated myself for the longest time. What my actions did to you. What they’d do to her if she ever found out.” He remembered Haley becoming extra clingy in those weeks right after the bonfire. He’d chalked it up to nerves about moving all the way across the country, a new school, having to leave all her friends behind. He was all she had out there and he couldn’t just abandon her.

“I thought I had to pay for what I did. I thought I was doing you a favor. You didn’t deserve someone who would cheat on his girlfriend, even if it was for his true love. I didn’t deserve someone who was willing to give me everything and yet asked nothing in return.”

“We shouldn’t have made love. If you truly loved me, you would have told Haley the truth, broken things off with her and then we could have had an honest relationship.” A single tear leaked out of one eye to track slowly down her cheek.

“Except we were stupid kids. I mean, we were kids. I was the stupid one.”

“No, I was stupid too. I was just as much to blame. I knew you weren’t available. But I was so blindly happy. All my dreams were coming true. You made me believe that anything was possible. It didn’t take much to persuade me. I was yours.” She swiped at her face with a mitten, turning her head so he wouldn’t see her cry anymore.

“It’s just us now. Like it should have been back then. I know I don’t deserve a second chance, but I’m wishing like hell that you’ll give me one.”

“Ryan, you aren’t staying, remember? You said you’re headed back to California as soon as you sell the hardware store. Unless something has changed since the last time we spoke?” She’d turned back to face him, hope and disappointment warring for dominance in her beautiful eyes.

The back of his neck felt prickly as he fought off a wave of embarrassment. Caught up in the moment, he had forgotten that theirs was only a temporary relationship. Bree’s smile was resigned as she realized she had slapped him with a dose of reality.

“It was supposed to be us, you and me together for the rest of our lives. I screwed that up for us. I’m so sorry.” He reached out for her hand, put it on his knee and covered it with one of his own.

“Life doesn’t always happen the way we want. But you have Wes. He’s something good that came out of that union. So don’t you dare regret the choices you made.”

She paused, like she had something else she wanted to add, but then thought better of it. Pulling gently on her hand, she tugged it out of his grasp. Giving him a tremulous smile, she got to her feet and announced she was going back for one of the single sleds.

He’d pushed too hard, too fast. But he was glad she’d forced the issue out into the open. Ryan had been surprised to find that Bree willingly shouldered some of the responsibility for their night together. He had made so many mistakes because of that night.

Asking for a second chance had not even been on his radar before today. But now that the words were out of his mouth, he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Would she come back to California with him and Wesley? Would he be willing to stay in Scallop Shores for her? One thing was for certain, he had a lot to think about.


Chapter 8

Skirting the bucket parked below the biggest leak in the roof, Bree put away the books she had chosen for story time for the three-year-old crowd. She gathered up the puppets and the felt board. Grinning, she gave the cap on the bubble solution an extra twist before replacing it in her desk drawer. It was hard to sit still for so long when you were three. They deserved the little dance party she threw at the end of story time.

It was getting close to lunchtime and Bree was meeting Cady at the coffee shop to drive around and visit the last few potential recruits for the calendar. She stopped off in the stacks to pick up a book she and Wesley had been discussing the other day.

On impulse, she also grabbed a copy of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone for Ryan. She’d told him he couldn’t expect to connect with Wesley by watching the abbreviated movie-versions of the books, but she was still doing him a disservice by offering him the Cliff Notes version in her lessons. It was high time he give the series a try. And from there, she had a few more she thought they both would enjoy.

She put the books for both Wesley and Ryan in her large tote bag that held all her notes for the fundraiser. She’d been up late the night before, inputting schedules for everyone who had gotten back to her so far, including the photographer, who had put his own project on hold to work on the calendar. Bree had tried to insist that they could wait, or work around his own schedule, but she seemed to have had him at ‘shirtless male models’.

Waving to Martha and promising to be in touch via text, Bree headed down the library steps to the rock salt crusted sidewalk. She’d try to sneak in a few minutes of work at Cady’s Dream, before they left to meet with another potential model. Her spreadsheet of calendar details was filling up exponentially.

Calves bared to the biting chill of the late January air, Bree burrowed further into her wool coat. Her old peasant skirts had covered her to the ankle and swirled when she walked. These new pencil skirts, though stylish, took a bit to get used to in the maneuvering department. Sitting on the floor with the children during story time was . . .interesting, to say the least.

The new skinny jeans that Cady had insisted she buy were her secret favorite. Not a single man at Ryan’s football party had passed up an opportunity to look their fill. While she wasn’t used to the attention, she would be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy it. And if Ryan’s attention, in particular, caused her stomach to do backflips, who was she to argue?

Ryan. Bree was proud of herself for gathering her nerve and confronting him with the question that had bothered her ever since he’d taken her heart with him to California. Though the answer she received was not one she’d expected, nor was his request for a second chance.
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